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Chapter 1

 

~FRIDAY~

 

“Let’s start with some word association.”

“Okay.”

“Good. So, here’s how it works. I say a word, and you respond with the first word that jumps into your head. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Clive leaned into his leather chair and cracked his knuckles. “Ready?”

“Set,” came the response.

“What?”

“Questions.”

Clive shook his head and held out his hands. “No, no. I hadn’t started yet.”

“That was more than one word.”

“No, I know it was, I just—”

“—Actually, that was more like a sentence.”

Clive signaled a ‘cut’ with his hands and half-chuckled. Typical of his patients, he thought—they were too eager to please, and even more eager to start the process of therapy.

“Yes, I know. Let’s start again.”

“Okay.”

Clive relaxed and took a deep breath. “Right.”

“Left.

“No, I—” Clive interrupted.

“Yes.”

“Huh?”

It was about now that his patient, a svelte Chinese lady by the name of Penelope Tan, felt her patience dwindling. A pretty woman, to be sure, and with a temper to match.

“Dr. McCord?”

“Please, call me Clive.”

“Is something wrong?”

“How do you mean, Penelope?”

“Well,” she sighed. “You seem a bit irritated. Is it me?”

Clive blurted a bit too quickly as to accidentally come across as a liar. “Nooo. I’m, uh, just having a bit of a weird day. That’s all.”

“Weird?”

“Uh-huh. Nothing for you to be concerned with.”

Penelope threw him a smile and tilted her head to the side. “Would you like to talk about it?”

“That’s very kind of you, Penelope, but this is kinda meant to work the other way. You’re paying me for my services. I’m trying to help.”

“I know you are. I’m sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry. It was my fault.”

Clive rolled his shoulders and shook the fatigue from his neck.

“Okay. Shall we try again?”

“Try what?”

“The word association thing.”

“Oh. Yes.”

“Okay, so, just to remind you. I’ll say a word. You just say the first thing that comes into your mind.”

“Oh. Like a game?”

“Yes, I guess so. Like a game.”

“Okay, Dr. McCord.”

Clive snickered and thumbed his goatee. “Please. Call me Clive.”

“Yes, Dr. McCord.”

“Forget it.”

Clive leaned forward and folded his arms. He squinted at the girl for a moment longer than was necessary, and then experienced a minor lapse of concentration. His mind wandered as he took in the sublime beauty of the girl sitting opposite him.

I wonder if I squint like this, she might think I’m busting her balls. Does this make me look Chinese?

Clive quit his squinting and blinked three times. “Family.”

Penelope thought about her response. “Family.”

“No, no. You’re meant to say the first word that comes into your mind, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Let’s try again. Family.”

“Family.”

Clive could barely conceal his confusion at Penelope’s answer. “Life?”

“Life.”

“Death?”

“Death.”

Frustrated, Clive stood to his feet and walked over to the cabinet by the window. “Okay, this isn’t going to work.”

Offended, Penelope’s eyes followed his trajectory to the window. “Why, what’s wrong?”

Clive clutched a glass of clear fluid in his fingers and sniffed the rim. “You’re meant to come up with a word that correlates with the word I gave you.”

“What is correlates?”

Jesus Christ, why do I always get the stupid ones? And this one’s meant to be a teacher.

Clive downed the contents of his glass in one gulp and wiped his lips with his wrist.

“It means linked. Something that means something to you. For example, if I said the word brother to you, what do you think of?”

“A man.”

“Yes,” he sighed, ready to give up. “Yes. I thought you’d probably say that.”

Feeling his forgiveness creep into play, he offered her a smile and renewed vigor as he marched back to his chair.

“I guess that’s something we can build to, though.”

The look on Penelope’s face was one of sadness, and failure. Clive felt guilty, and hated the feeling so much that he changed tack right there and then.

“Penelope?”

“Yes, Dr. McCord?”

“Tell me what’s on your mind.”

Horrified, Penelope reached for her scalp and felt around her gorgeous, bountiful fold of jet black hair. “Why, what’s there? Is it an insect?”

“No, no—”

If anybody had been watching this session, they’d swear blind that Penelope was being deliberately obtuse.

Ever the professional, Clive remained calm and collected. Nobody could ever accuse him of lacking the patience of a saint.

Penelope lowered her arms and realized her mistake. “Oh.”

“That’s okay. Don’t worry about it—”

“—I’m sorry, Dr. McCord,” she said. “English isn’t my first language. I am a foreigner, and I do not always understand what people mean.”

“You can say that again,” he grinned in a half-affable, half-vindictive way.

“I do not always understand—”

“—No, no,” Clive said. “It was a joke.”

“A joke?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t find this joke very funny, Dr. McCord.”

“No, not a joke joke, more a figure of speech.”

As the last three words escaped his lips, he’d realized the can of colloquial worms he’d set free. Trying to gather them up and re-seal them would prove to take forever. Or, maybe the ten minutes left of her fifty-minute session.

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Dr. McCord.”

Clive reached under his chair and dragged it an inch closer to hers. “Let’s start again.”

“Okay.”

“One word, right?”

“Okay.”

“I say it. You tell me how the word makes you feel.”

“Okay.”

“Okay. Happy.”

“Nice.”

Clive found it difficult to argue, and, happy that Penelope was finally playing ball, continued. “Love.”

“Nice.”

Despite the pattern of a lack of creativity marching between him, he let it slip, and kept on going. “Death.”

“Family.”

“Very good—what?”

“What?”

“Why did you say family when I said death?”

Penelope scrunched her white dress in her hands, riddled with anxiety. “Because my family, they are dead.”

“Oh my God.”

“Would you like to know how?”

Clive felt like holding her hand, but thought better of it and closed his fingers together. “Only if you want to tell me.”

“Okay.”

A brief pause of awkwardness drifted between them as the woman prepared to reveal everything.

“My father came here as a refugee. Originally, we are from the Chuken province in China. Uh, do you know it?”

Clive nodded, sympathetically. “I know where China is.”

“We live under totalitarian dictatorship. My father, he sent me when I was a baby with his lady friend, who he was seeing behind my mother’s back. My mom knew he was in love with her, and knew she was a good person.”

“That’s very trusting of her.”

“I know, yeah?” Penelope said. “So, the woman, she took me in a big vehicle so we can cross the border and come here to make a new life…”

 

Chuken Province, China

~Twenty Four years Ago~

 

A young Arab man named Ahmed tapped the side of the van as he watched two-dozen Chinese immigrants climb into the back.

Time was running out very quickly, Dr. McCord. If we were caught, we would have been punished severely.

“Okay, load ‘em up,” Ahmed said. “We got six fuckin’ borders to cross.”

An angry voice from behind the double doors. “I’m on it.”

The voice belonged to Pei, a young Chinese man who looked a little worse for wear. He ushered a father and his tiny baby into the back of the truck.

“Thank you.”

Pei nodded at the tiny girl in his arms. “Yes, get in. Make yourself comfortable. We have lots of clothes and rags you can keep warm. Does your baby have a bottle?”

“Yes, but we don’t have any food—”

The man stopped talking when he followed Pei’s finger pointing at the name of the company on the side of the truck.

 

High Steaks Roller

 

Turning back to the van, the father’s eyes opened as he saw five, large freezer boxes and two lamb carcasses hanging upside down at the far end of the vehicle.

“Baa-aaa,” the child said, recognizing the dead animals.

“That’s right, kid. Lamb. Plenty of food on board,” Pei said. “There’s enough to go around.”

Ahmed appeared next to Pei and took the father’s arm. “Here, let me help you.”

“Thank you.”

Three thousand bucks per person, Dr. McCord. We were the lucky ones.

“Mr. Al-Burhan?” Pei asked.

“Yeah?”

Pei indicated the switch on the door of the van. “Okay, the funds have been transferred. Whatever you do, you must make sure the freezer unit is kept off.”

“Cool. Yeah, I get it.”

“No. Not cool. Cool is bad. You just drive the truck.”

Bang-bang.

Ahmed knocked the side of the van as he raced to the driver’s seat.

It took seventeen days to cross six borders…

 

Clive rubbed his eyes, but kept his ears open. “What happened?”

Penelope’s explanation slowed as she recounted the horror. “We arrived at Chrome Valley. Just me and my father. The rest of my family were due a month later…”

 

***

 

The truck pulled up at Chrome Valley’s industrial estate.

Beep-beep-beep.

Wydron, a large black man, waved the back of the truck into the warehouse. “Okay, bring it in.”

Remember when I said we were the fortunate ones?

The truck rolled to a stop.

The back doors pinged open, and Wydron and his colleagues raced over to see what was inside.

He turned to his associate, a man by the name of Big Six, and growled. “Yo. Get Ahmed over here.”

“Yo, asshole?” Big Six hollered.

Ahmed jogged along the side of the van. “What’s up?”

“I wanna make sure my consignment is all here. Your Arab ass is gonna help me check. We cool?”

“Yeah, man. We cool.”

The two men stepped into the back of the truck, as the others watched.

My mother, three sisters, and baby brother were inside the truck. Along with many others.

Wydron’s face turned a ghostly-white with horror. “Motherfucker.”

“What, what?” Ahmed asked, near to crapping his pants.

He hadn’t seen what had solidified under the frosted, cotton sheets—dozens of frozen corpses.

“Shit,” Wydron choked. “They’re all dead. You left the fuckin’ freezer on.”

“Oh, shit.”

The first we heard about it was on the news, Dr. McCord. I remember waking up in the middle of the night and hearing about a truck that crashed into a nightclub, and it had dead bodies in it. Those of my family, and some of my friends.

Wydron turned his gun at Ahmed. “What the fuck did you do to my fuckin’ consignment, asshole?”

Ahmed threw his hands in the air. He turned right to see a very upset black man in a white wedding dress. “Aww, shit.”

“What the fuck is up with you, Cind’rella?”

“They’re dead?”

Wydron snorted and aimed his gun dead at Ahmed’s face. “Yeah, my nig. They dead.”

“Aww, and I was gonna marry one of ‘em, too.”

Ahmed quivered in his boots. “Man, this ain’t my fault—”

“—Nigger, you best shut the fuck up and get explainin’,” Wydron screamed.

A black woman in a pale green nightgown watched on from a few feet away. She stared at the commotion with her bleak, gray eyes, and said nothing. 

I heard several people, gangsters, killed each other over what happened. Also, a strange tale of a somnambulist who was there with them…

 

Enthralled by Penelope’s story, Clive’s face froze with suspense. “A somnambulist, huh?”

“Yes. It means sleepwalker.”

“I know what it means. One of my patients has somnambulism. It’s an oddity, for sure.”

“Many people walk in their sleep, Dr. McCord. Many people in the valley do it all the time.”

Clive chuckled. “Yeah. They’re usually pushing a baby stroller around the mall.”

Penelope offered a polite smile and let the silence beat the conversation down.

Clive cleared his throat and brought the subject back to the room. “Did they ever find your family?”

A tear rolled down Penelope’s cheek.

“They found bits of my mother. Her limbs had been torn off. Blunt force trauma, they said, caused by a vehicle. As if it had been put through a meat grinder. Or a truck tire.”

“Jeez, that’s messed up,” Clive blurted. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay.”

“So, it was just you and your father growing up?”

Penelope was about to speak, but stopped. Her attention was drawn to a peculiar ornament resting at the edge of Clive’s desk.

The size of an adult’s fist, it resembled a statue; a decapitated torso with one of its arms missing. The marble effect featured a cloth draped over its left shoulder.

Clive noticed her fascination with it, and grew defensive. “What are you looking at?”

“Oh my God,” Penelope said. “Is that what I think it is?”

Clive didn’t know where to turn. He tried to abate her curiosity, and gripped the edge of the cushion underneath his legs in haste. “I, uh—”

“—it is,” Penelope gasped with delight. “It is.”

“Penelope, listen to me,” Clive snapped. “Stop looking at it.”

Overawed, she rose out of her chair and took a step toward the desk. “I want to touch it.”

Clive jumped out of his chair with the cushion in his hands and moved after her.

“No.”

“Please, I need to.”

Clive lifted the cushion up and went to strike her across the back of the head. “No, Penelope, don’t—”

“—No, I need to—”

Thwack.

The soft padding in the cushion smacked against her face, forcing her to stagger over her own feet and crash to the floor. “Oww.”

Clive grabbed the ornament in his hands as carefully as possible. “Penelope?”

“Why did you hit me?”

Out of breath and near-catatonic, Clive hid the sculpture behind his back. “It’s not what you think it is.”

Penelope jumped to her feet and clenched her fists. “It’s you.”

“No, it isn’t what you think.”

Penelope’s voice lowered to that of a guttural, feral animal scowled. “McCord. Give me the relic.”

“Penelope?”

“Give me it.”

“Never.”

Bzzzooww.

Penelope’s pupils grew to three times their natural size. Her teeth turned to white, ivory daggers, fencing a long, lizard -like tongue.

Her eyes blasted red, and emitted a powerful beam that flooded the room in a dangerous, blood-filled light.

“Give me Aphrodite,” Penelope screamed.

“Never.”

Clive released the relic to the desk and dropped the cushion. “Penelope? Or should I say Pest—”

“You found me, huh?”

Clive used air quotes with his fingers when he mentioned her name. “Yes, Penelope. I found you.”

Dual blasts of fire rocketed out of her nose.

Whvooom.

The carpet caught fire, shooting flames up the walls.

“After all this time, McCord,” Penelope said in her dragon-esque voice. “You think you can kill me?”

Her shoulders splintered through her scaling skin. Penelope didn’t resemble a human, so much as a dragon, ready to attack.

“I’m n-not going to kill you,” Clive said. “I’m taking you back.”

“Come and fucking get me.”

Clive roared as he ran across the plush carpet and held out his arms. Ready for war, the dragon’s mouth yawned open and released a fountain of spittle and saliva, most of which splashed across Clive’s face.

The rest of the fountain blasted out of the open window, splashing to the sidewalk and covering dozens of pedestrians.

Clive clapped hands, and grabbed the sides of Penelope’s head.

Grunt—shuffle—grunt. 

“No, McCord,” Penelope growled. “Unhand me at once.”

“I got you.”

Clive winced as he held his head back—and butted his forehead against hers.

Instead of a thud of an impact, the skin on his forehead melted into the scales of hers, forming a gloppy and messy amalgamation of both skulls.

Schwulp—schloooop.

The two heads meshed together; both skulls fusing in a disgusting concoction of flesh, blood, and skin.

“Get off me, McCord. You’re not getting in my—”

“—Aggggghhhh.”

The more Clive screamed, the more his lips elongated, both vertically and horizontally, until his mouth engulfed both their bodies.

A furious blast of kaleidoscopic light whirled around the room as both bodies magnetized together in the gory fusion of both skulls.

Penelope yelled through the trauma. “Get out of my head—”

Schwup.

A final snap of Godly light—and they vanished from the room…

 

***

 

Darkness.

Where am I?

Clive could hear his own voice as he opened his eyes. Doing so only confirmed that wherever he was, it was just as dark.

Penelope?

He slammed the heels of his feet against the hardened ground. At least he still had his sneakers on. The unmistakable rubber-on-floor suggested he was indoors, and not outside.

From out of nowhere, an itch formed on his nose. “Ugh. Get off.”

Effectively blind, the more Clive tried to swat the crawling sensation on his nose, the worse it became.

Penelope’s sultry, feminine voice appeared from somewhere.

Everywhere.

“Why did you have to come in here, Dr. McCord?”

“You gave me no choice.”

Snap-snap-snap.

One by one, three distinct lights blasted a pure white light all around him.

Clive looked around to find himself standing in a featureless room of white infinity. No walls, no windows, no door… and seemingly no end.

A flurry of black whipped around his lower vision, caused by whatever had landed on his nose.

“I submit,” came Penelope’s voice. “You win.”

Clive lowered his eyeballs but couldn’t focus on the object at the end of his nose as it moved around. Then, the inevitable occurred.

“Atchoo.”

Penelope’s voice sounded elated. “Don’t sneeze or you’ll spread the disease.”

Clive looked up and around, confused and scared. “What do you mean?”

“Hold your hand to your face.”

Carefully, Clive extended his forefinger to the end of the nose and watched on as a beautiful, pure white butterfly trundled its way to his knuckle.

“I hereby bequeath myself to you, Dr. McCord. You caught me. Now, you may return me.”

Clive shook his head and acclimatized to the vision of the butterfly traipsing over his left wrist and settling on the underside of his forearm.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” the butterfly seemed to say.

It spread its wings out and lay flat against his skin. Then, the contours of its body shimmered with a bright, golden glow.

“Oww,” Clive said. “It hurts.”

“Am I the first?” the butterfly asked as it snuggled down onto his skin.

“Yes, yes.”

“The pain is only temporary.”

Much to Clive’s surprise, the perfect, white butterfly appeared to turn to stone on his wrist.

It resembled a tattoo…

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

“Agh!”

Clive opened his eyes and shifted in his leather chair.

A pretty brunette in her early twenties sharpened into view as he blinked the bleariness away.

“What happened?” he asked.

“You fell asleep, I think.”

Startled, Clive pushed himself out of the chair and onto his feet. His therapy room was perfectly normal; almost as if nobody else had been in here with him.

The first thing he checked was his left wrist.

To his surprise, a tattoo of a white butterfly had formed over his veins. Quick-thinking, he covered it with his right palm and offered the woman a smile.

Gail hadn’t noticed the artwork on his wrist—instead, her attention was drawn to the two empty bottles of Rollneck Kojak beer resting atop the cabinet.

“So, I guess we know why that happened,” she said with a smirk.

Clive played the sight of consumed alcohol down. “Ah, yeah. Those are from last night.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Gail?”

“Yes, Dr. McCord?”

“Please, call me Clive.”

“Okay.”

Clive cleared his throat and launched into professional-mode. He tried to not look at her gray blouse and intimidating short, black skirt. “Is, uh, there any reason you’ve come up to see me?”

Gail double-took and lifted a yellow sticky note in the air. “Oh, yes. Freddie al-Burhan called. He’s canceled his eleven-thirty.”

“Oh. Do we know why?”

“He’s caught some bug that’s been going around. He says he can barely get out of bed and skipped school. Sounded pretty bad, coughing all over the place.”

Clive looked over at his desk to find the headless ornament still intact, and perfectly untouched. “Okay. I guess that frees me up till the next appointment.”

“Shall I call Freddie back to reschedule?”

“No. No point.”

Clive folded his arms and felt his heart race. Their little chat was the longest he’d ever had. In his mind, a bond had formed between them.

“Do you fancy getting out of here?” Clive asked. “Go and get a coffee. My treat?”

Gail thought over the offer for three seconds, and took her boss aback with her answer. “Sure.”

“Great. I’ll be down in five. Put the phone on out of office and we’ll go get caffeinated.”

Gail turned around and skipped out of the door with her flinging ponytail in tow. The second she hit the steps down to reception, Clive buried his face in his hands and sighed.

“Ugghhh, Clive, what the fuck are you doing?” he groaned into his fingers. Before he gave the gesture more thought, he shook his head, punched his fists together, and sized up his own reflection in the mirror on the wall.

“Come on. You can do this. We’re nearly there,” he said, converting his thoughts to words. “You can do it. You can do it.”

The pocket comb slid out of his jeans pocket, into his hand, and ran through his slicked-back hair.

“Not bad for your age, you sexy motherfucker,” he grinned. “Now’s the time. Let’s do it.”

He grabbed his black leather jacket from the back of his office chair and walked out of the room.

 

Rumble-rumble-rumble.

Gail closed down her desk computer and heard Clive descend the stairs.

“You ready?”

“Sure,” Gail said. “Just checking today’s roster. Quite a full day today, until three.”

Clive virtually danced his way off the second-to-last step and clapped his hands together. A renewed vigor for life coursed through his veins, and it showed.

“You seem happy today, doctor?”

Clive threw his index finger at her face and made his way past the reception desk. “You bet your sweet ass I am. Today is a good day.”

The sign for his practice - Octopus Eight, complete with an eight-legged cartoon with a light bulb in its head - loomed above his head and he bounced in time to whatever music he’d conjured up in his mind.

“Not bad for a functioning alcoholic,” Gail muttered at the computer keyboard.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

Clive pushed the door open and dangled his set of keys around to draw her attention. “C’mon. It’s coffee time.”

 

***

 

The Kaleidoscope Shopping Mall on a late Friday morning was heaving with mothers and their little brats.

Gail absorbed the stone fountain through the window of the booth in the Bean There, Done That coffee store on the first floor.

Lost in her own world, she perched her elbow on the table, her chin on her fist, and stared at a skinny white man sitting next to a mixed-raced child on the bench by the fountain.

They seemed to be talking about something. But what?

“One latte for the young lady?” came a voice from above her head.

The chirpy greeting belonged to Clive, who offered up a smile with her cup of piping hot coffee.

“Oh. Sorry, I was miles away.”

Clive sat her coffee in front of her and slid into the booth with her. “A penny for your thoughts?”

Gail reached for a sugar packet and tore the end off with her teeth.

“Oh, nothing.”

Clive marveled at the brilliant-white incisor as it edged over bountiful red lips. She blew the straggly bit of white paper into the air as if blowing on a dandelion.

Clink-stir.

His eyes averted to the crescent of white cream racing behind the fat end of Gail’s spoon. It swirled around and around like a distant vortex.

Clive braved his way into picking the conversational ice apart. “Yeah, I like people-watching, too. It’s fascinating.”

“Oh, I’m really not that interested in others,” Gail said, before noticing Clive staring at her chest. “Clive?”

“Huh?”

“I think you’ll find my eyes are up here.”

Clive blinked and grinned, finally lifting his eyes to hers. “Sorry. I’ve had a bit of a strange morning, I guess.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed. You seem, sort of, happy?”

Clive sipped from his cup and kept up the merriment. “It’s my birthday tomorrow.”

Gail didn’t know how to respond. Or, more to the point, didn’t know how much excitement to attribute to the news. “Oh. That’s nice. Many happy returns.”

“Yeah.”

“How old are you?”

Clive pretended to take offense. “That’s a very unladylike thing to have asked a man.”

Gail smiled, sweetly. “You can tell me. Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me—”

Thud—thud.

Clive and Gail turned to the adjacent booth to find a black woman had slammed the table she was at with her fist. “I want him to burn in hell.”

“Yikes,” Clive muttered. “What’s up with her?”

The woman sitting opposite the aggrieved lady tried to calm her down.

“They kinda look the same,” Gail said. “Like they’re sisters.”

“Must have been some real bad news, huh?” Clive asked. “It takes a lot to make people act like that. Hitting furniture.”

The woman who’d taken her frustration out on the table turned to the window, which offered Clive a profile view of her face.

“Oh, shit.”

He leaned to the side and held his hand to his cheek. “It’s her. Goddard.”

Gail leaned in, surprised. “Iris Goddard?”

“Yes, I think so,” Clive spat. “Fuck. I don’t want her to know I’m here. It’ll get all awkward, and I don’t do free calls. Quick, come sit next to me. She might recognize you too.”

“Huh?”

“That fucking sleepwalker has a photographic memory.”

Gail agreed, and obliged his command with expediency. “Fine.”

She slid in next to him, and both she and Clive took a keen interest in the view out of the window—anywhere but the direction of the two black women.

“Are they looking?” Clive hushed.

“Dunno, I think we got away with—”

“—Dr. McCord?” the voice of Iris Goddard sounded insistent.

“Shit.”

He turned around with a giant smile on his face, and nearly elbowed Gail’s left breast in the process.

“Iris,” he grinned. “Well, well, well. Fancy meeting you here.”

Iris Goddard—that unmistakable maternal sexiness underlying a vicious temperament. Her eyes growled at his, and she said nothing.

“Iris?”

“What?”

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Clive asked. “Is everything okay?”

“No,” she said. “Everything is not okay. I’ll see you later this afternoon at my appointment.”

“Sure thing. Take care.”

The woman with Iris offered Clive a smile as she walked away.

 

Gail breathed a sigh of relief and buried her head in her hands. “Well, that was bizarre.”

“I hate it when I run into patients in the normal, everyday world.”

Just then, both Clive and Gail acknowledged that they were sitting beside each other like two lovebirds in a booth all to their own.

Neither Clive or Gail had the guts to mention it.

“Listen, Gail—”

“—I’m not staying here next to you, if that’s what you’re about to ask.”

A sense of liberty pounded at her ribcage as she stepped out of the booth, and back to her original position—opposite Clive. “I have a boyfriend, you know.”

“Oh, you do?”

“Yes.”

Clive launched to his own defense. “Gail, I wasn’t trying anything, I promise.”

“I never said you were.”

“But, all that nonsense with Iris, you know… thanks for trying to rescue me.”

“Sure.”

“Forty-eight, Gail.”

She looked up from her coffee and squinted, quizzically. “Huh?”

“I’m forty-eight years-old tomorrow.”

“Strange,” she said. “You don’t look it. You look more like mid-thirties.”

“Oh, yeah? How old are you?” Clive asked.

“Eighteen.”

“Eighteen?” Clive asked a little too loud, causing most of the neighboring drinkers to reach their own conclusions. “But you said you were twenty-two on your application form.”

“Yeah,” she giggled. “I’m sorry. I lied. A little trick my mate Chloe taught me. Nobody wants to hire a teenager in the valley anymore, so we just add a few years. It seems to work.”

“It seems so.”

“It worked on you.”

Clive’s mind flew into overdrive. He couldn’t have cared less if she’d lied for reasons that he knew would become clear to her sometime soon. “I can’t argue with that. I think I’d have done the same thing. I’m surprised I didn’t figure it out.”

“You’re not going to fire me, are you?”

Clive burst into a friendly chuckle. “Nawww. Of course not. I kind of admire your entrepreneurial wherewithal, actually. I’m glad I hired you.”

“Yeah.”

Gail fiddled with the empty sugar packet, seemingly lost in her own world. Clive knew something was wrong, and dared to make an enquiry.

“Something bothering you?”

She sighed and stared in the bottomless vortex that was her cup of coffee. “Ah, you know. Just stuff.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.”

“Go on, then.”

“It’s Mary, my mom,” she revealed. “She’s in a hospice out in Devotion. Stage four cancer.”

“Oh.

“Came out of the blue. I was video-calling her a couple months ago and noticed this weird lump in her neck. She had it checked out, and…” she said, lowering her voice and trying not to cry.

“I’m so sorry to hear about Mary.”

“I’m saving every last penny I make working for you to make sure she’s well-looked after, you know. Every last penny.”

There wasn’t much Clive could say to turn the mood around. The situation was most unusual for him, but he was spared any embarrassment when Gail produced a smile and pushed the subject aside.

“So, forty-eight, tomorrow huh?”

Clive chuckled and joked. “Yup. At midnight tonight I officially become an old dude.”

“That makes you thirty years older than me—”

“—Yeah, don’t remind me,” Clive snapped with a hint of affability. “Enjoy these low numbers while they last, young lady, because I’m telling you. It goes by fast.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Gail said. “You’re married, though, aren’t you?”

“Nope. Never married.”

“Really? That surprises me.”

“Does it?”

Gail sniggered and wiped her mouth with a Bean There napkin. “No. Just kidding. You look like a bachelor, and act like a bachelor. And if the guy looks and acts like a bachelor, then he’s probably—”

“—I do have a little lady in my life, though,” Clive said.

He opened up his wallet and pulled out a picture of an angelic-looking teenager in black clothes. Gail took it the photo and studied the girl’s face.

“Aww, she’s really pretty. What’s her name?”

“Beryl,” Clive said. “She’s thirteen. Going on mid-seventies, if I’m brutally honest.”

“I was thirteen, once. Everyone used to say I acted way older than my real age.”

“Did they ever tease you about your surname?”

“Nope,” Gail said. “Because if they did, they knew I’d kick their ass.”

“But you have such an usual surname. Surely people must ask if there’s any relation?”

Gail ignored his remark and handed the picture back to him. “She’s really lovely. A real glint in her eye.”

“Yeah, she’s very special.”

“Can I ask what happened to her mother?”

Clive shrugged and eyed the next booth as he searched for an answer. “I guess I never really knew her mother.”

Gail’s face contorted with confusion. “Huh? That literally makes no sense.”

“What?”

Gail’s voice started loud and strong, then withered into nothingness, as Clive focused on a table at the far end of the cafe.

“How could you not know her mother? What, was it like a one night stand or…”

“… So, when you receive a message from Burger King,” the lanky, white man at the next table said to his daughter. “It means it’s from me.”

The little black girl looked at her father’s phone and gasped. “Like a special code between us, Dad?” she asked.

“Exactly—”

“—Lester? Not you, too,” Clive whispered, before Gail snapped her fingers and pulled him out of his daydream.

“Clive?” Gail asked.

Clive’s knee rammed under the table so hard that the force shook both their cups a couple of inches across the table. “Huh?”

“Jeez, Clive,” Gail said. “What’s wrong with you? Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, I—uh—sorry,” he said. “What did you say?”

“Sorry, is there a better party going on at another table?” Gail asked.

Clive nodded at the pasty-faced white man escorting his young, black child away from the table. “No, look. It’s Cleverley. With his kid.”

“Well, fuck me,” Gail said. “Ain’t this place just full of crazies today, eh?”

“He must have sneaked her out during school lunchtime. He seldom gets to see her.”

“How do you mean?”

“His ex-wife and her new guy are real pricks about him meeting up with his kid. He has to sneak around, arranging alone time with her. Sam, I think her name is.”

Clive stared at his half-consumed cup of coffee and let his imagination run riot.

“Clive?”

“Yeah?”

“Isn’t that a breach of doctor-patient confidentiality? Telling me something like that?”

Clive grew defensive and looked into Gail’s eyes. “Technically. But, you work for me. It’s all in his files. You could have found out if you really wanted to, anyway.”

“Ugh,” Gail snorted.

“What?”

“I’m just glad I’m not one of your patients. I wouldn’t want the whole valley knowing my business.”

“It’s hardly a breach of confidentiality,” Clive explained in a hurry. “I trust you. You’re not going to rat on me, are you?”

“No, of course not.”

Clive grinned at her and offered her his hand, which she refused to take. “Good. Because I trust you. Completely.”

“Ugh, if that’s meant to be a come-on, then you really suck.”

“It’s not a come-on, Gail. I mean every word of what I just said.”

Hoping she’d at least see his point of view, Clive felt a pang of disappointment. Not with her, but with himself. Deep down inside, he knew he was playing the creep, and mourning how the friendly coffee break was going.

A change of tack was needed—and fast.

“I’m seeing Cleverley after lunch, aren’t I?”

Despondent, Gail turned to Clive and downed the last gulp of her latte. “Uh, yeah. I think so.”

“What were you asking me?”

“Ah, forget it.”

“No, go on. I’m all ears.”

Gail sighed and caved into his request. “So, I asked what happened to Beryl’s mother. But you gave me some weird answer that you didn’t know her, or something.”

“Oh.”

Gail fished for a response. “So?”

“What?”

“Are you gonna tell me, or—”

Bzzzz.

Clive jumped in his shoes as his phone sounded off in his jeans pocket. “Sorry.”

He fumbled around and retrieved the handset, much to Gail’s curiosity.

“Who is it?”

“Not sure. No ID.”

“Don’t answer it, then,” Gail said. “If they don’t own up to their identity, you shouldn’t talk to them.”

“It could be important.”

“It could be a scammer.”

“I think I’m going to answer it.”

Swipe.

Carefully, Clive held the handset to his ear. “Hello?”

Gail couldn’t make out what was being said on the other end of the line, and so turned her attention to the window once again.

Lester, hand in hand with his daughter, exited the mall. Moments later, Iris, and whomever that black woman was with her, walked out and headed in the opposite direction.

“Now that is a coincidence,” she whispered.

“Uh-huh, yes, I’m Dr. Clive McCord. What is it?”

Gail felt the urgency in Clive’s voice as he talked to the person.

He nodded a couple of times and then a look of horror crept across his face. “Oh, Jesus Christ.”

Startled, Gail leaned forward. “What? What is it?”

“Could you hold on a second, please?” Clive said into the phone.

He covered the mouthpiece and took a moment to process the information he’d just been given. “Shit. I don’t believe this.”

“What? What?”

“It’s a Detective from Chrome Valley P.D.”

“So?” Gail asked. “What’s the problem?”

“They want to see me at the office.”

“Why?”

Clive swallowed hard as he digested the revelation. He removed his hand from his cell phone, and placed it to his ear. “Penelope Tan committed suicide.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

A rotund, balding man in a tweed jacket followed Clive into his therapy room. His name, as evidenced by his identification card, was Detective Cohen of the Chrome Valley Police Department. He had driven to Clive’s place of work and had an air about him that suggested he wanted answers.

“Please, take a seat.”

Cohen sat in the chair usually reserved for patients. “Thank you, Dr. McCord.”

“Please. Call me Clive.”

Cohen threw an eye of suspicion at his interviewee, and then to the empty bottles of Rollneck Kojak on the cabinet.

“A pre-lunch tipple, is it?” Cohen asked.

“Oh, no. That’s just my breakfast beer,” Clive joked, before realizing that the man who was about to interrogate him didn’t find it funny. “Never mind.”

“Dr. McCord?”

“Yes, hi.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt your busy day, but as is routine for circumstances like this, I was wondering if you could answer a few basic questions about Penelope White?”

Clive settled into his chair and, for the first time in years, felt as if the roles he was accustomed to had been mercilessly reversed.

“Yes, of course.”

Cohen couldn’t help but notice Clive’s uncomfortable manner. “Are you okay, Dr. McCord?”

“Yes, yes. I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. You seem a bit… smothered?”

It wasn’t until Cohen had asked that question that Clive noticed Gail was still in the room, waiting for instructions.

“Uh, Gail. Could you give us a few minutes, please?”

“Yes, Dr. McCord.”

Gail turned around and left the room as quickly as she could.

Cohen caught the tail-end of her legs as the door closed behind her. He turned back to Clive and chuckled. “Very nice girl.”

“Thanks.”

“Oh, goodness, no,” Cohen corrected himself. “Not like that. I mean, she’s very pleasant.”

“Yes, I know that’s what you meant.”

“You must be very proud of her.”

Clive scrunched his face, confused. “What?”

“Having your daughter work with you. You seem to make a good team.”

Clive chuckled, and felt a bead of sweat creep down the side of his face. “Oh! No, no. Gail isn’t my daughter. She’s my receptionist.”

“I apologize. It’s just that the two of you look alike, so I naturally assumed—”

“—No, no need to apologize.”

“Dr. McCord?

“Yes?”

Cohen perused the papers in his hand. “According to the records Gail submitted, it would seem you were one of last people to see Penelope White.”

“Um, yes. Quite possibly. She was my first appointment, just after nine this morning.”

“Okay,” Cohen said. “And your sessions run, what, fifty minutes?”

“Yes.”

“Did she tell you anything, or indicate to you that she might do something?”

Clive cleared his throat and felt the urge to press his left wrist to his chest. The last thing he wanted Detective Cohen to see was his new tattoo.

“No, no,” Clive said with an unwavering air of unwitting untruth. “I can’t think of anything. Well, not anything that would concern me, anyway.”

“Okay.”

Cohen took his time recording his notes with a pen. Little did Clive know that Detective Cohen was giving his interviewee every opportunity to break the silence—preferably with something useful to say.

“I mean, she was quite upset.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, she talked about her upbringing. She had a tough time. But nothing that brought any undue concern to my attention, no.”

“Okay.”

Cohen stood up from the chair and adjusted his jacket. His eyes landed on Clive’s framed medical certificate on the wall.

“How long have you been practicing, out of interest?”

Clive wasted no time in volunteering the truth now that the interview had come to a close. His manner changed insignificantly, as far as he was aware. Cohen, though, could tell the difference in the man’s demeanor now that he was off the hook.

“Twenty years, now. Yeah, pretty soon they’ll be retiring me.”

Cohen offered his hand to shake. “Well, I won’t keep you any longer.”

“No, of course. Thank you.”

Clive took the man’s hand and realized he’d placed his business card in his palm. “Oh.”

“If you do think of anything that might help, please give me a call.”

Just then, the door to the therapy room opened. Gail walked through with a black woman in tow.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you’d—”

“—It’s okay, Gail,” Clive said. “The detective was just leaving.”

“Indeed I was.”

Cohen offered Gail and the black woman a friendly grin as he moved past them and reached the door.

Clive turned to Gail and nodded at the black woman. “Hello, Iris.”

“Dr. McCord.”

“Glad to see you’ve made it on time for a change, just have a seat and I’ll be with you—”

“—Oh,” Cohen said as he gripped the door handle. “Dr. McCord? Just one more thing.”

“Yes? What is it?”

“Don’t you want to know what happened?”

Stumped, Clive felt his spine constrict and tug at his lungs. He looked at Iris, then over to Gail and, finally, to Detective Cohen. “What happened?”

“To Penelope White.”

“Oh, yes, yes. Sure. Tell me.”

“She gouged out the flesh from her wrist with a serrated blade,” Cohen said. “Bled to death on her kitchen floor.”

Iris, Gail, and Clive raised their eyes at the callous and emotionless way the detective described the crime scene.

“My God,” Gail said.

Aggrieved, Cohen nodded. “Yes. It took the retrieval team half an hour to hose the place down. It was awful.”

Stunned, Clive sat into his chair in a state of catatonia. “Gail, could you leave us, please?”

“Sure.”

The girl left the room and closed the door behind her, leaving a thoroughly disheveled Iris Goddard and Clive McCord in their respective patient and doctor chairs, facing one another.

 

Reeling from the news, neither had the guts to speak first.

Both sat in utter silence.

After a few seconds, Clive looked up at Iris, and her crystal green eyes, almost begging her to start speaking.

But she wouldn’t, and it infuriated him.

“Iris?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry you had to hear that. Your session started at a bit of a bad time.”

“So I see.”

Relieved Iris was at least on chatting terms, he crossed his right knee over his left, and relaxed into his chair.

“So, Iris. How have you been?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

It was abundantly clear to Clive that Iris didn’t feel like speaking. He could tell just by staring at her as she eyed the cut in her left jeans leg and picked the white seams open with her fingers.

Clive made it a point to never goad a patient into revealing anything they didn’t want to. He was used to Iris being quiet at the best of times, but he couldn’t help but feel something was seriously amiss.

If Iris kept her silence up for a further two seconds, he would have fished for a way into a conversation.

But on this occasion he needn’t have bothered.

“Small world, right?” she said, still with her eyes on her lap.

Clive snorted at her out-of-the-blue opener. She must have been talking about the impromptu meeting at the cafe. “Oh, yes. You can say that again.”

“A very, very small world.”

Her repetition pushed Clive’s curiosity into overdrive. “Tell me about it.”

“What?”

“Tell me about our small world,” Clive said. “Seeing as it’s on your mind.”

Iris wiped a tear from her eye and looked anywhere but Clive’s direction.

“Iris?”

“Give me a minute.”

Clive pointed at the small table next to her chair, and the paper box resting on top. “Would you like a tissue?”

“No, I’m fine.”

Clive exhaled and allowed the weird woman to acclimatize herself to her current state; one of emotion, perhaps pent-up rage? Her face signaled a range of pent-up feelings, and piecing them together would prove to be difficult.

“I, uh—just,” she struggled. “I can’t stop thinking about what you said a couple of days ago, you know?”

She finally looked to Clive for a response, but didn’t get one—unless she counted the familiar grin on his face that seemed to suggest ‘go on, keep talking.’

Iris lowered her head and exhaled. “Ugh, this is so stupid.”

“Stupid?”

“But you were right, Dr. McCord. You were absolutely on point.”

“Right about what?”

“Last session, you said you’d noticed a change in me. One that had happened very recently. I had no idea that I was giving off that vibe, Dr. McCord. But you. You saw it immediately.”

Clive raised his eyebrows and, pushing into confident-mode, folded his arms. “Tell me what I saw?”

“I don’t know. I guess a change in my behavior? Would that be right?”

“Possibly. Tell me about it. Take your time.”

“I know I can’t completely suppress it. But, you’re right. Recently, something happened that’s been chewing away at my mind. It wasn’t until you pointed it out that it’s become so obvious, to me at least. I just—”

Iris’s lips quivered before he burst into tears. In any ordinary situation, he’d have been the first to comfort her. Ever the professional, he kept his distance, and allowed her to vent - and explain.

“Goddamn motherfucker,” she shrieked through her turmoil. “I just, uh, oh God. Oh God.”

Her chest heaved as fast as her quickened breathing.

“Calm down, Iris. Remember the breathing techniques we went through.”

The woman clutched the ends of both armrests in an attempt to abate her near-hyperventilation. Clive leaned forward, ostensibly to show some contrition, but what iris didn’t know was that he was planning his next move.

“Iris?”

Her teeth chattered before she returned to normal. “Oh God, make it stop.”

“Iris, you’re sweating. Breathe deeper, close your eyes, and count to seven.”

She duly obliged and took in a lungful of air.

“Count with me, Iris,” he said. “One, two, three…”

“... F-Four, five, s-six, seven,” the pair finished together.

It seemed to work. Iris opened her eyes, and everything seemed normal once again.

“How do you do that?” she asked.

“Do what?”

“Control me. It’s like your voice has a direct line to my brain.”

Clive suppressed the urge to smile and arched his back. “Some might say that’s par for the course. An occupational necessity, if you will. Would you rather I didn’t have that effect on you?”

“I guess not.”

Iris felt every muscle in her body deflate and relax, as if all the air had been vacuumed from her body. A nice feeling, by all accounts; and one she knew she could rely on Clive to provide when needed.

“That was quite a reaction to whatever it was you were thinking about,” Clive said. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

“Until two days ago, no,” Iris offered. “But, it’s like you say. A problem shared is a problem halved.”

“Absolutely. I’m glad you remembered.”

Clive had the patience of a saint, and allowed Iris all the time she needed. Little did Iris know that, lately, any length of silence initiated Clive’s inner monologue to dispel the silence in the room.

You can’t stand the silence, can you, Goddard? I have news for you. Nobody can. Me? I get paid for the session. Everyone else? They’re desperate to get out of here as fast as they can. And they’ll do anything to break the nothingness, especially if it means they’re left alone with their own thoughts.

Iris began speaking, and Clive paused his thoughts.

Oh. Everyone has to fucking stop now because Mrs. Goddard is speaking. Here we go.

Iris began her explanation in a creepy monotonous drawl. “About a month ago I hired a private investigator to track someone down.”

Iris squinted at Clive, expecting him to ask her to continue. She’d temporarily forgotten she was in therapy, and that she needn’t have bothered.

“I hired Joy, a private investigator, to follow this guy. My older brother, who I hadn’t—haven’t, actually—seen since I was six-years-old.”

“Six, huh?” Clive asked. “That’s very specific. I’m thinking that a specific event must have happened.”

The tears bubbling up, along with a shaking right hand, as she recounted her actions.

“He, uh—my, um, little sister swore she saw him back in the valley. He’d been relocated when we were kids. Somewhere up north. Out of our lives forever. But Irene swore she’d saw him, so that’s why I had him followed, and I—”

Three teardrops rolled off her cheek and planted onto her jeans, turning the bright-blue cotton a dull shade of black.

“—It turns out it is him after all,” she muttered. “I followed him to where he lives, over on the west side. It’s him, all right,” her voice shunting to a low, grunt of pure rage. “The fat fucking cunt has the nerve to come back and show his fucking face as if nothing ever happened. As if everyone has forgotten. Well, they haven’t forgotten.”

Iris finished her tale of woe to a thoroughly bemused Clive. It was his turn to say something—anything—and it demanded some thought.

“What’s his name?” Clive asked.

“I’m not saying that fat cunt’s name,” Iris said. “He’s dead to me. He’s dead to the fucking world. Until now, I hoped and prayed each and every day that cancer had caught him. A phone call out of the blue telling me the fucker’s cancer was terminal and would eat his organs and kill him.”

Clive felt Iris’s vindictive tirade unsettling. “Well, it’s quite common to harbor feelings—”

“—Or a heart attack,” she continued, determined to jinx the person’s life in a miasma of pure hatred. “Or some fucked-up virus from the far east that would sink into his chest, and throttle his fucking lungs, until he turned blue and suffocated because of a lack of oxygen.”

“Interesting. Perhaps we could—”

“—No, actually, maybe he could get caught up with a bunch of nefarious gangsters who take him to a warehouse and tie his arms and legs to chains, and suspend the fat fuck six feet from the floor, so his spine has to carry the weight of his fat, fucking stomach.”

Clive shuffled in his seat uncomfortably. “Iris—?”

“—And they each take turns performing small cuts on his skin. Not deep enough to puncture organs, you know, but just enough to bleed,” Iris continued. “And then, the men who chained him up? Do you know what happens to them?”

“No,” Clive said. “What?”

“They leave the child molester in the room without saying anything. They close the door. The fucking cunt can only twist, left, and right, but each time he does, it causes him so much fucking pain. And he’s not gagged, either, so he can scream and scream and scream. But nobody comes to the rescue.”

Clive leaned forward once again, his pupils dilating, in the hope they’d lock onto hers. Her eyes planted onto his, across the five feet between them, as she kept on talking.

“Once a day, Dr. McCord,” Iris said as if possessed. “Those same, three men, return with a different set of weapons…”

 

***

 

A dank warehouse, somewhere in the valley.

The morbidly obese black man writhes in pain, suspended six feet in the air by iron chains pulling all four of his limbs in each direction.

The man’s cries echo across the metal walls. “P-Please, h-help me.”

Creak.

The giant warehouse door pushes open, slowly, to reveal three black silhouettes.

“Hello, Lenny,” the middle of the three blackened men says. He appears to be holding a baseball bat.

“Wh-what?” Lenny asks, close to vomiting. “Please let me go.”

“Nu-uh,” the second shadow figure says, “Not till we show you what we think of ugly, fat pedophiles who like to fuck little girls.”

From out of nowhere, a faint Iris-shaped apparition appears two feet in front of Lenny. He can’t see her, and neither can the three men, who make their way to their victim.

“Look at you, Lenny,” Iris says. “All tied up. Waiting for execution.”

A hand crawls over her left shoulder as she looks up at the monstrosity begging for its life at her.

The hand on her shoulder sports a beautiful, white butterfly. It belongs to Clive, who’s also physically transparent, and unseen by any of the others.

Clive’s voice escapes his mouth one second before his lips move. “What did he do, Iris?”

She trains her eyes on the fear emanating from Lenny’s face, as if it feeds her very soul. She lifts her right hand above her head and snaps her fingers.

CRACK.

 

Splash.

Iris lands back-first into a bathtub, pushing the water over the sides and flooding the floor.

It’s as if she’s fallen several floors from an apartment block, and the water cushions her fall.

“Ohhhhhhh.”

The radio on the edge of the bath teeters back and forth, held back from dropping into the bath by the taut power cable.

Iris looks at her abdomen.

She’s naked.

Her eyes travel down her thighs as she opens them out and finds Clive sitting at the opposite end with his arms resting on the tub’s curvature.

Weird, distorted music featuring prolonged trumpets bends around the room from the radio speakers.

Despite her forty-something physique, when Iris speaks, her voice sounds like that of a six-year-old. “Dr. McCord?”

“Yes?”

“Please don’t touch me.”

Clive scoops the suds away and looks between her thighs. “I won’t, I swear.”

The water bounces back and forth, now clear, to reveal her inner thighs, and her partly-gaped vulva.

The second Clive absorbs the sight, the almighty cries of Lenny screaming for his life thunders around the bathroom walls.

“Dr. McCord?” Iris asks.

“Yes, Iris?”

Iris holds her breath as the crystal blue water turns purple between her legs. “Why am I bleeding?”

“I don’t know,” Clive says. “Why do you think you’re bleeding?”

As Iris arches her back, her chest pushes out. “Oh, God. It hurts. It hurts so much.”

“I, uh—”

“—It’s inside me.” She grunts and huffs a plume of smoke from her nostrils, “Make it stop, make it stop.”

Whup-whup-whup.

Her body convulses, throttling back and forth, as if something has mounted her front.

She reaches for the radio and takes it in her hand.

Clive pushes forward and makes for her wrist. “Iris, no.” 

Just as he goes to grab her hand, he notices a butterfly tattoo on her wrist.

“What the fuck?”

The contours of its wings spark out like a firework, before seeping through the skin and fluttering up to her fingers.

“I n-need to make it stop!” Iris screams through her moans. “Fuck.”

“You’ll kill us both,” Clive gasps. “Give me the radio—”

Her fingers open out.

Time slows down as the radio plummets towards the water. Clive slides his upturned left hand into its path, but it bounces off the white butterfly tattoo on his wrist.

“No.”

Splash —schwapp.

Bright orange sparks burst around the bathtub, frying both Iris and Clive to death.

Spriii-tch.

Iris’s skin reddens, forming pustules all over her body that explode in a haze of blood. Her skull pushes through her volcanic skin, as her body uncontrollably thrusts around.

Clive’s body convulses as the currents throttle the life out of him. His eyeballs roll into the back of his cracked eye sockets. Each of his black hairs singe away and tear the back of his scalp down behind his skull.

The bottom half of Clive’s body melts into the water, with each fine, pink gloop of what used to be his limbs finally merging with Iris’s legs.

But they aren’t legs, now.

Flap-flap-flap.

Iris’s knees fuse together and produce sickly-looking scales like that of a giant fin, which splash water up the walls.

Here lies a giant, monstrosity of science; half girl, half man, half mermaid, all fighting for life in one malformed, hideous mound of half-life.

“Gwuuuggghhh.

Splash-splash-splash.

The deformed beast hangs its dripping arms over the edges of the bath and slams its fin into the water once again.

Then, it passes away.

Peace, at last.

 

***

 

A giant, oblong shape—black around the edges, with a white filling, and blue dot in the middle.

Blink-blink.

The eyelid failed to set the pupil back to normal. It was Clive’s left eye staring directly into Iris’s right eye.

His jaw dropped.

Temporarily paralyzed.

Iris shut her eyelids and whispered. “Do you feel it, Dr. McCord?”

The two were sitting, face to face, in their respective chairs in Clive’s therapy room. The story she’d told had had a devastating effect on him.

“Dr. McCord?”

He double-took and cleared his throat. “Um, yes?”

“So. Now you know.”

Clive stood up and briefly lost his balance. “Would you excuse me for a second, Iris?”

“Yes.”

Clive opened the door to the en suite bathroom, and stepped inside.

 

His fingers felt around for the light switch on the wall. A peculiar strobe lighting effect illuminated the room, accompanied by a faint buzz sliding across the ceiling.

Clive rubbed his face with both hands as hard as he could when the lights settled down.

“Come on. Keep it together, keep it together.”

He saw his reflection in the mirror when he moved his hands away. His face was as white as a ghost which, as it happens, was precisely what he thought he’d just seen.

“I swear to God, let this be it,” he whispered. “I’m running out of time. I’ve found one of them, but I can’t find the other three.”

He opened out his right hand and up to his face in the mirror.

Slap.

A vicious backhander to the cheek nearly knocked him out cold.

“Fuck’s sake,” he roared at his reflection. “We need to find the other three.”

He shook his head left then right, and tried to calm down. “Breathe. Breathe.”

 

Iris crossed her legs and waited for Clive to emerge from the bathroom. A huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Getting it all out offered her a sense of liberation and determination she’d seldom felt.

Now, her rage had turned to conquest.

Creak.

The bathroom door opened, and a refreshed Clive McCord trundled out. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

He sat in his chair and made himself comfortable. “Sorry about that. Felt a bit weird back there.”

“That’s okay,” she grinned. “Did you jerk off?”

“Huh?”

“I get it. You needed to jerk off. I don’t mind.”

“No,” he protested, clumsily. “I, uh, just needed some water?”

“I know what you think of me, Dr. McCord. I tell you everything. You get all the credit. It must give you a great sense of superiority, right?”

Clive couldn’t believe what she had said, or how quickly the conversation had turned. “No. Not at all. That’s a terrible thing to say.”

“The mind is a terrible thing to waste, Dr. McCord,” she said. “Only a fool would you let inside theirs.”

Clive felt a shudder of ice tug at his spine. “What do you mean?”

“I’m going to kill him.”

“Kill him?”

“Yes.”

“Kill who?”

“My pedophile brother,” Iris said, matter-of-factly, as if she held all the cards. “I’m going to steal the key to the lock my husband had put on our bedroom door.”

“What?”

She held up her right arm and showed him the black sharpie imprint on her wrist; it read 706 T3.

“What? What is that?”

“It’s okay, Dr. McCord. It’s like you said. My somnambulism might not be a bad thing. It might, as you say, have its uses.”

“I don’t remember saying that?”

“Well, then I must have imagined it,” she said. “Or dreamed it?”

“Iris, if you’re thinking of doing something that might be—”

“—When I do it, I’m going to act as if I’m sleepwalking. As if I don’t know what I’m doing. And I’m going to go there, to his apartment, and I’m going to set the cunt on fire and watch the motherfucker burn.”

Iris rose out of the chair and adjusted her jacket, leaving a thoroughly bewildered Clive to look up at her.

“Huh. Your face,” she said. “You look just like my son. Looking up at me, all innocent. Like you’re begging for my forgiveness.”

“What?”

“I have to go,” Iris said. “I got a message from my son’s school. Something’s happened.”

Clive scrambled to his feet and held out his hands. “Iris?”

“Yes?”

“Listen,” he said with haste. “Before you go. You need to know.”

She gripped the handle to the door and went to pull it open. “What is it?”

“If you’ve done something illegal, or you’re thinking of doing something illegal, then I have to inform the authorities. Please tell me you understand that.”

Iris thought over his speech and decided to smile, sweetly. “I understand, Dr. McCord.”

“Good.”

“And there’s something you need to understand, too,” she said.

“What?”

“If you’ve done something, or you’re thinking of doing something, to stop me in my quest for vengeance, then I’m going to have to kill you.”

Clive’s face fell. The woman meant business. Her eyes told him as much.

“Oh.”

Iris opened the door and stepped back into the hallway. “You think about that, Dr. McCord. You ponder. Okay?”

Clive nodded, hoping not to get killed there and then. “Okay.”

“Goodbye.”

Whump.

Iris pulled the door shut in Clive’s face. The moment she was out of sight, he crouched down and ran his hands through his hair in bewilderment. “Jesus Christ.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Clive ran down the stairs and entered the reception area. An early lunch beckoned before the rigors of the day kicked in.

He hollered at Gail at the reception desk as he slowed his sprint to a light jog. “Hey.”

She looked up from her computer and smiled. “Hey.”

“Listen, I know Lester Cleverley is the last appointment today. But I want to clock off early to get to the school to pick Bee up.”

“Okay,” she said. “Is everything okay?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t it be?”

Pensive, Gail lifted her head over the monitor and nodded at a forlorn-looking gentlemen sitting on the yellow couch. “Well, you-know-who has turned up early, as usual—”

“—What?”

Clive looked over his shoulder and spotted the man—Wayne Red. Sitting perfectly upright and eerily quiet, his demeanor looked increasingly at odds with his red, flaky jacket and large, oval shades.

“Hey, Wayne.”

“Dr. McCord,” he said in his insistent, gruff voice.

Clive checked his wristwatch and made his way over to the man. “You’re early. It’s not even half-past, yet.”

“I know. I don’t mind waiting.”

“I was just about to take lunch,” Clive said. “You could go for a walk, or—”

“—No,” Wayne snapped. “I’m happy here. You go for your lunch.”

A pang of guilt hung around Clive’s heart. He didn’t know which way to turn, and knew that battle to remove Wayne from his couch would prove to be impossible. Clive’s inner monologue pushed to the fore of his mind as he kept his eyes on the curious man’s shades.

Jesus fucking Christ, Wayne, would you just leave for forty-five minutes. Stop hogging the couch. You look weird.

Wayne shifted on the sofa. It was as if he’d heard what Clive had thought, but chose not to say anything in return.

“Okay, Wayne. If you’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Great,” Clive said as he darted over to the reception desk. “Gail?”

“Uh-uh?”

“You and I need a chat, later. It won’t take long. I have something I need to run by you.”

“Oh. Is anything wrong?”

Clive rapped the desk with his knuckles, suddenly overjoyed. “Nope. It’s all good.”

As soon as the girl smiled, Clive’s heart beamed.

“Okay, great.”

 

***

 

As was usual for a weekday get-away from the trials and tribulations of his patients, Clive sat on the bench opposite the stone fountain at the Kaleidoscope Shopping Mall.

He had visited the Allahu Snackbar at the northern perimeter, ordered two halal chicken “camouflage” wraps.

The left-hand sandwich, carefully wrapped in grease-proof foil, was the first to be eaten. Next to his knee, an 8 oz bottle of Fizzy Blue Panda Pop begged to be slurped in between bites.

Many of the children splashing around in the fountain drank the same soda as Clive. It was, after all, a beverage for children—particularly on a hot summer’s day.

Today was no different.

Clive loved to watch random members of the public on his lunch break. Creatures of all shapes and sizes and, as he called it, dispositions, would float past and go about their daily business.

Some of them even said hello.

Today, though, everyone seemed to float past him. Their usual bounce from one foot to another was missing. It was as if they were gliding in all directions, headed for God knows where.

Clive brushed away the sticky crumbs from his palms and took out a small notepad from his pocket. He threw the end of the attached pen between his lips.

A skinny woman pushed a buggy past the fountain and made her way to the shopping mall doors. Clive watched on as she leaned over and made a quiet fuss of the baby inside. Her skirt rode up a little higher than it should have, and revealed way more than anyone cared to see.

Only Clive bothered to look.

I can totally see how that happened.

The woman sported what looked like an evil grin on her face. To Clive, it was evil. To her? Probably an everyday occurrence.

It was safe to say that everybody looked peculiar today, of all days.

Clive crossed one leg over the other and twiddled the small pen between his fingers.

“I know this is going to come across as weird, but—” he muttered, before correcting himself. “Nah, that’s a shit start.”

The skinny woman finally glanced at Clive and caught him off guard. The two were at least twenty feet apart, but her eyes magnetized his, and a brief connection formed.

He smiled back, only for her to look ahead and continue her journey to the mall’s entrance.

As if on cue, the sun slid out from behind the cloud that had shadowed the entire area. A beautiful burst of warmth rolled over the scene.

Clive turned up to face the sun and lowered his eyelids. A cool, calm respite sank in as he found what he was trying to say.

Don’t worry about the salutation. Just get on with the good stuff.

Clive blinked and scribbled on the notepad.

“If you’re reading this, then you’ll know that I have gone. I can’t tell you where. You’d never believe me if I told you, anyway. Just know I am safe.”

He stopped mouthing the words as he wrote.

But I can tell you that you must stay safe, and refuse to locate me. It’s better you just move on with your life, and concentrate on looking after yourself and our child…

 

***

 

Clive held the door to his therapy room open for Wayne, who strolled in and immediately made for the client chair.

“How have you been, Wayne?”

“Same as usual, Dr. McCord.”

The door sprang shut as Clive walked over to his leather chair with a note in his hand. “Make yourself comfortable. I just need to find something real quick.”

Wayne remained perfectly still with his hands on his lap as he watched Clive rifle through the cabinet.

“I guess this eats into my session, doesn’t it?”

Clive pushed some stationery aside and clutched at a bunch of paper envelopes. “What does?”

Wayne looked at the clock on the wall. The big and small hand pointed to the roman numeral numbers—eleven and thirty, respectively. “You attending to other matters on my time. That’s already sixty seconds gone.”

Clive tossed all but one of the envelopes aside and folded the sheet of paper in half. “Yeah, don’t worry. We can go an extra minute.”

“But my session commences at exactly thirty minutes after eleven,” Wayne said. “I must say, I don’t appreciate the intrusion on my time.”

Clive spat the gluey remnants from the envelope and sealed the note inside. A cheeky wave of the paper was designed to cheer Wayne up, not that Clive expected it to work.

“Well, Wayne. Life doesn’t always work out the way we want it to. Right?”

Clive slammed the envelope to his desk, right beside the headless ornament. Startled, Wayne sunk into the chair and pointed to the professional certificate on the wall. “Dr. McCord?”

“Yes, Wayne?”

“Is that proof of your qualifications, or not?”

“What?”

Clive glanced at his medical certificate and chuckled politely. “Why, yes. It is.”

“Then could you see your way clear to enacting some of that professionalism, please?”

“Look, if I’ve offended you by taking care of a minuscule task on your time, then I apologize.”

“It was a test, wasn’t it?” Wayne snapped.

“A test?”

“Yes. A test.”

Clive stared at the man, hoping for an explanation. Of course it would be a matter of seconds before Wayne began talking.

“Deliberately antagonizing me,” Wayne said. “Putting me in a frame of mind designed to make me angry. To get me to say things I wouldn’t have ordinarily said.”

“Interesting,” Clive said, flippantly. “And why do you think I did that?”

“I just told you why, Dr. McCord. You’re very clever, like that. I’ve been picking up on little things that you do, here and there. Don’t think I’ve not noticed.”

Clive play-acted a defense worthy of an Academy Award. “Little things?”

“See? There you go again. Why do you always, always respond to whatever I say with another question?”

“Does it come across that way?”

“See? You’ve just done it again.”

Clive pressed his fingers together, never tearing his gaze from Wayne’s. “Does it annoy you when I do that?”

“Ugh. Yes. It’s infuriating.”

“Why?”

Wayne sighed and hung his head, about ready to give up and walk out. Clive waited for the perfect beat to interject.

“Dr. McCord, I think—”

“—Wayne, I have a question for you. Answer honestly. How long have you and I seen each other, now?”

“I don’t know. Since January,” Wayne recollected. “Actually, it was January 17th. Two days before my anniversary. That’s how I remember.”

Clive nodded. “That was six months ago, Wayne. It’s taken six months to get where we’ve gotten to. Do you feel as if it’s helped?”

“I think so,” Wayne said. “In some ways.”

“Okay, good. Now we’re getting somewhere. It’s always good to have a recap every so often. So, Wayne. Tell me. How has it helped? Give me three—no, one. Give me one thing that’s helped. An event or some way your everyday life has improved. Something measurable.”

“It’s been a bunch of pros and cons, honestly,” Wayne said.

“Okay, what are the pros?”

“They’re the nice things. You know, good.”

Clive shook his head. “No, I know what pros are. What I meant was, can you give me an example of one?”

Wayne removed his shades and gave himself a moment to think.

Blink-blink.

Satisfied, Clive averted his gaze to Wayne’s left eye; his pupil was bright red and encroached on damn near all the available white space surrounding it. The eyeball itself was false, but if one were to look close enough, they’d have seen a small, yellow circle with a smiley face printed inside.

Yeah, that’s right, Wayne. I’m looking at it. I got you now, asshole. Go on, turn your head, and preserve your modesty.

Wayne turned his head to the right ever so slightly to obscure Clive’s view and answered.

“I hate being trapped inside this body, Dr. McCord. For years and years, now, I’ve had this feeling someone was chasing me. As if I was hopping from one body to another for years and years. Now, I’ve ended up in the body of a veteran.”

Clive spoke with a reassuring manner, but felt his heart-rate pick up. “We all have, Wayne. Most people feel that way.”

“I guess it’s not so much the body as it is my mind, Dr. McCord. I just—uh, well, since finishing my service in Kabul, and returning home, things have never really been the same. You know? But even before that, there was something there.”

Without any awareness of his actions, Wayne pressed his index finger to his temple.

“I could tell you about the sights and the sounds, and the smells. My God, the smells. But I won’t, because I believe, deep down in my gut, that whatever is punching my brain has always been there. Well before I left for war.”

Classic. A war veteran with PTSD. But, Wayne, you and I both know that has fucking nothing to do with why we’re here.

Wayne’s right pupil—fully functioning, blue, and human—dilated in time with the acid style happy face in his left. It produced an unusually evil image for Clive; the happy face stretched to make its mouth look even wider.

“Dr. McCord?”

“Yes, Wayne?”

“Have you been listening to Steven Sibald’s Friday Throwback on the radio, lately?”

“I’ve caught some of it,” Clive said. “Some good tunes.”

“Yeah.”

Clive tried for a friendly jibe. “Actually, a few of my patients have been telling me about it. Just don’t mention Andy Gibb to one of them, though, because it’ll freak her out.”

Wayne scowled and gripped the end of the arm rests with both hands. “That wasn’t funny.”

“Oh,” Clive said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“—Because I sympathize with whomever you’re talking about. The music sets it all off. It’s no joke, I can tell you.”

“You can tell me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, why don’t you tell me?”

Wayne cleared his throat as he recounted the tale he was about to tell. “Six-thirty this morning, I took a shower, as I usually do. My wife was in the kitchen, fixing us some eggs. I turn on the shower and the radio, and try to wake myself up…”

 

***

 

Sprish.

A thousand, tiny streams of piping hot water blasted from the shower head and crashed onto Wayne’s face.

Click.

His fingers moved away from the shower radio’s volume control.

“Well, that was The Fifth Dimension with the Age of Aquarius,” the radio announcer said over the powerful jet of water. “Actually, funny story. It was one the first seven inch vinyls I ever bought. Played it till the thing scratched up and wouldn’t work anymore. I always found the tune a little creepy.”

I always find that the radio relaxes me when I’m in the shower. It takes my mind off of things, you know.

Wayne’s fingers ran through his silver roots. Much of the black resin ran from his scalp and onto the back of his hands.

First, the hair. Always the hair. Lather up, get the suds going on, then the arms, pits and shoulders.

His right palm slammed against his left shoulder, and folded under his armpit.

“You’re tuned to the Friday Throwback with me, Steven Sibald, and keeping with the year 1969, here’s one you can really tap your toe to…”

The first few twangs from a guitar launched into a familiar tune.

“Agh, n-no, no—” Wayne yelped under his soapy eyes and fumbled for the radio. “Shit, n-no—”

“This is Creedence Clearwater Revival and Born on a Bayou. Enjoy!”

I knew it the second I heard the fucking guitar intro, and John Fogerty sang about being a little boy, that it was all over.

The unrelenting jet of water compounded the misery as Wayne’s left heel slipped against the floor, the force of which shoved his shoulder against the tiles.

Crack.

“Agh, shit.”

He moved forward and caught his face on the soap holder. The bridge of his nose splintered on the curvature of the metal.

“Oof, fuck.”

Wayne opened his eyelids. A stinging sensation pierced into his head and into his brain, forcing his jaw to open. “Guh, guh—”

Crack—smash.

His left elbow slammed into the glass partition in the shower cubicle. Shards of glass exploded around his leg.

It was as if the fucking shower was trying to beat the shit out of me. I swear to God.

One of the triangles of smashed glass sliced horizontally across his knee and cut through the skin, forcing a torrent of blood down his leg and straight down the drain.

“Ugh, fuck.”

The music raised in volume and reached the chorus as he reached for the radio. 

Wayne screamed, paralyzed in the bath. “Help, help.”

His calls for help were drowned out by the raging volume of the music track. He opened his right eye a few millimeters and looked up to the shower head.

I remember you saying trauma manifests itself in a variety of ways, Dr. McCord. But it was never like this.

He expected to see several dots on it, spraying water. Instead, he saw the barrel of a rifle with a sight sitting on top.

At first, Wayne thought his face was moving up to the shower head. But he was wrong. The shower head lowered to his face. The doom-laden hole of darkness widened, and growing larger and larger.

Just then, four vicious helicopter blades sprang out around the cylinder and whirled around like a violent fan.

The sound from the helicopter blades slapped into his ears, forcing a powerful migraine into his head.

“No, no, no—make it st-stop,” Wayne gasped as he turned his head away.

Slice.

The blade whipped his left ear off the side of his head, splattering the dismembered appendage against the tiles, and sliding down the wall, headed for the knee-deep coffin of blood which had collected up around his thighs.

There was no stopping it. The damn thing kept filling up, and up, and up. I felt the life drain from my body, and every time I tried to grab at the radio, it jumped back and goaded me further.

The radio antenna softened and curled around the shower hose like a snake. As it hoisted its body up the pipe, the speaker lowered and heaved the music at Wayne. He staggered around, spraying blood in all directions.

“Hahaha,” the radio said. “How’d you like me now, asshole?”

Scooch—scooch.

The four rubber nubs on the underside of the radio came to life and wiggled. It enabled the radio to tiptoe in time to Born on the Bayou along the shower shelf.

“Dum-de-dum,” it sang in a high-pitched static. “Get out of my way, soldier.”

Boot.

The radio kicked the shampoo off the shelf, which sprang into the air, and dived into the ocean of blood by Wayne’s right foot.

It felt so real. And I know it was because of the music.

The radio hopped, skipped, and jumped to the soap dish and kicked the creamy bar into Wayne’s face.

“Arrghh.”

“Never mind that about that, sergeant,” the radio said. “You get yourself together and regroup. We got some fuckin’ Arabs to murder. Haha.”

Wayne fell to his knees and into the ocean of his own blood. When he opened his soapy eyes, he saw the smashed glass had repaired itself.

“Get off your knees soldier,” the radio sang in place of the lyrics. “You’re shell-shocked. It’s just a brain bruise. It’ll fade.”

Bzzzzzz.

The shower pipe rattled against the wall, shaking the tiles away from the wall. Each square shard of death plummeted into the sea of Wayne’s blood and smashed as they hit the floor.

The end of a sharp tile broke off on impact with the plastic shower floor, drifted through the blood, and jammed into Wayne’s wound.

It found its way into an arterial vein and bopped along to the music, shrinking in size, and joining his red blood cells.

It raced and raced around his leg, foot, then back up his leg, and stormed through to his abdomen.

Outside, Wayne caught himself unaware as he projectile vomited into the entombed coffin of blood.

Whip-whip-whip.

The shower head sprang to life like a humongous snake and fanned its vicious, rotating helicopter blades.

The dancing radio grabbed the neck of the shower head with its antenna and used it as a microphone.

“Ain’t that rad? Well, well, well, sergeant. What have we got here? A prissy little bitch who’s scared of the red stuff, huh? What’s the matter, sergeant? You never seen the horrors of war before?”

Wayne leaned back and screamed at the top of his lungs at the ceiling. His tongue flapped out, and slapped against his chin.

“You know what I say to that?” the radio said into the shower-cum-microphone. “I say, snap out of it.”

Snap-pp.

The top of Wayne’s head yawned away from its skull and slapped against the back of his neck. His exposed brain pulsed in time to the music.

The blood in the glass coffin rose higher and higher… until it reached his chest.

The last thing I need is you inside my mind, Dr. McCord. It’s not a safe place to be. I’ve seen things nobody should ever see. I wish I was dead, just so it would all stop. But it never stops.

Wayne’s eyeballs sank to the bottom of their sockets, enabling him to see a bleary figure on the other side of the fogged glass.

Keep it there, Wayne. Keep it there. I’m coming in.

Wayne could just about make out a rich cotton, buttoned shirt, and a wisp of black hair. The silhouette seemed to be someone he recognized.

“Help m-me,” Wayne squealed as the thin, sack film that covered his gray matter burst open.

Clive’s voice came from the other side of the glass. “Wayne? It’s me.”

The top half of Wayne’s skull folded back, crunching through his jaw, and broke apart. “Gweck-gweck—”

“—Let me in, Wayne,” Clive’s calm voice came from the other side of the glass. “Open the shower door.”

The radio stopped bopping and allowed the track to play through its speaker stomach. Who the fuck is that?”

Wayne reached out with his left hand and clutched the handle on the sliding door. “Nggggg.”

Swipe.

The door whipped open and vomited a torrent of thick, red blood onto the bathroom floor. Then, the entire room began to rotate counterclockwise.

Wayne’s blood careened towards the toilet bowl, and raced up the walls, creating a shattered glass effect of red up the tiles.

Clive moved into the shower with a soft smile on his face, and crouched into the river of blood with his arms in front of him.

“I got you, Wayne,” Clive said. “Hold still.”

The radio stomped its foot on the soap dish and demanded attention. “Hey.”

Irritated, Clive looked up at it. “Fuck off.”

The radio swung the bladed-shower head around with its beady antenna and threatened to kill Clive with it. “This is our trauma, asshole.”

“I know,” Clive returned. “But you’re not in control. I am.”

The room’s rotation pulled the gravity to the far wall, sending the radio squealing through the air and crashing speaker-first into the mirror.

Crack.

“Aww, shit. Now look what you did, fuck head,” the radio complained as its rectangular body bopped and rolled up the wall and hit the ceiling. “You ain’t getting away with this.”

Swish-swipe-gnash.

The radio lassoed the shower head-cum-bladed-microphone at the shower booth, just as Clive slammed the glass doors shut.

“Ha,” Clive snorted. “Now, fuck off and leave us alone.”

The radio whipped the shower head against the ceiling and screamed down at Clive. “Bastard. Come out here and get what’s coming to you.”

“Wait there.”

Clive turned to Wayne’s obliterated skull and threw each hand out, ready to grab it. “Okay, Wayne. Or should I say War?”

Wayne’s jaw tried to move and produce some sounds from his protruding vocal cords. “Schlesh-gwuk—”

“—Ah, look. I know you’re in a lot of pain. It’ll be much easier if you stop screaming. Hold still.”

A thick clump of bile burst from Wayne’s nose cavity and splashed up his arms.

“Nearly there—”

“—Yahya-yah—” Wayne’s skull struggled.

The yellow and red effluence slung down the white butterfly on Clive’s left wrist. Wayne’s left, red eye saw it and raised its arms in an attempt to strangle Clive.

“No you don’t—”

“—Yahya-yaaaaa.”

Wayne’s fingers wrapped around Clive’s throat and squeezed like a vice. “Nggg.”

Desperate, Clive reached for the soap dish as he felt his head prime to explode like a balloon.

The music track grew even louder as Clive snapped the soap dish away from the wall and clenched it in his palm.

The crescent edge glinted in the fluorescent bulb just above the shower booth.

“I got you.”

Clive stabbed Wayne in the chest. The dish burrowed through Wayne’s flesh, past his ribcage, and deep into the pit of his chest.

“I got you,” Clive gasped through his strangulation.

He gouged the inside of Wayne’s chest by rotating the dish counterclockwise, thoroughly destroying his lungs, and then whipped the soap dish out from inside the man’s body.

Then, Wayne’s stranglehold loosened. His arms dropped to his sides, revealing the contents of his bloodied chest.

Clive moved forward and used both hands to open Wayne up. He expected to find a beating heart. Instead, he found a beautiful, red butterfly sleeping inside.

“I got you,” he whispered. “I got you.”

Clive turned his left palm up and slid it under the butterfly. “Here, you beautiful thing. Come to me.”

The butterfly shuffled out of its slumber and crawled across Clive’s palm.

It settled underneath the white butterfly.

The contours of its wings sparked and fizzed as it branded his skin.

“Oww. Do you have to be so violent?”

Seconds later, the lifeless red insect had transformed into a pretty tattoo. Now, Clive had two of them.

Wayne’s distended lungs heaved and tugged on his scattered vocal cords. “I hereby bequeath myself to you, Dr. McCord. You caught me. Now, you may return me.”

A smile crept across Clive’s face—victorious and proud in nature.

Just then, a voice came from the ceiling as the music track faded. “Um, excuse me?”

Clive looked up and eyed the radio on the ceiling. “What do you want?”

The radio struggled to contain the shower head with its antenna. “What happens to us?”

“Who cares?”

“Only I got this buried subconscious here, and it’s really angry.”

Clive held his fingers up and went to snap them. “Are you plugged in?”

The radio inspected its cord and was surprised to find it had one—which ran from its ass, down the wall, and into the electrical socket. “Where the fuck did that come from?”

“I put it there,” Clive said. “You took over this poor man’s life and ruined it. But you forgot about the power I have around here, didn’t you?”

The shower head and radio growled, preparing to launch at Clive and kill him.

“Let’s kill him,” the radio squealed, ready for murder. “Motherfucker, you are so dead.”

“You first.”

Click.

Clive snapped his fingers.

The room slammed around one-hundred-and-eighty-degrees, back to its original position.

The gravity returned to normal…

… and the powered radio plummeted from the ceiling and squealed all the way down to the ocean of blood.

Splash—fizz-spark-bang-bang.

Everything inside the bathroom sparked and exploded in a bright, white haze of electric death.

 

“Agh!”

The moment Clive opened his eyes, his ass propelled out of his seat in a haze of flying, orange sparks.

His entire body catapulted into the air, before he landed feet first on his desk.

Crash.

Clive hit the deck, and expanded his arms. The relic on his desktop had shunted across the surface and teetered on the edge, threatening to topple over and fall to the floor.

“Whoa, whoa,” Clive yelped. “Shit.”

The relic toppled over the side and right into Clive’s clutches. “Gotcha.”

Relieved, he held the object close to his chest and breathed a sigh of relief. And then, quite to Clive’s surprise, he burst out laughing.

“Oh, man.”

Would anybody ever, ever believe me if I told them? Imagine it for a second. Just imagine it.

Clive relaxed every muscle in his body and gazed up at the ceiling. The cooling blades of the fan surrounded the light bulb, rendering it a pretty, white daffodil.

So, there’s me, some kind of God, it would seem. I’m lying on the floor of my practice, conquering all who come before me. Oh, speaking of which…

Clive blinked and turned to look at Wayne.

Well, fuck. That wasn’t supposed to happen.

Clive staggered to his feet and pressed his left forearm to his nose. “Ugh, that stinks.”

He waved the stench away from his nostrils and cast his eyes at his wrist. Two butterfly tattoos—one white, one red.

I don’t understand it myself, if truth be told. But more pressing matters are at hand. I need to take care of Wayne.

There was Wayne—a smoldering corpse, hunched over himself, the remains of his body emitting a putrid black smoke, and the stench of barbecued human being.

“Ugh,” Clive coughed and looked around the room in haste. “Umm. Umm.”

No point throwing water over him. That’ll be a nightmare to clean up.

A wisp of black smoke lifted into the air from the back of Wayne’s neck, and headed towards…

Shit. The smoke alarm.

Clive darted over to the charred corpse and removed his jacket. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 

Waft-waft-waft.

Clive flapped his jacket up and down, and around, trying to get the smoke away from the tiny plastic detector.

“Aw, c’mon. Please, no—”

BEEP-BEEP-BEEP.

Clive gripped the armrests on the patient’s chair and pushed it—and Wayne’s smoldering body—towards the window.

“Come on, come on.”

Clive whirled his jacket around his head in an attempt to move the smoke away. “Fuck.”

Next idea: open the window.

Whump.

He rammed the window up the frame and was greeted by a blast of warm summer’s air.

“What the fuck do I do now?”

BEEP-BEEP-BEEP.

The fire alarm was incessant, and unrelenting, almost as if it was laughing at Clive.

“Shut up.”

 

Just then, the door to the room opened. Stunned, Clive turned around and saw Gail running in.

“No, Gail—”

“—What’s happened?” she said. “Why is the fire alarm going off?”

She saw her employer trying to obfuscate the body cooking away in the chair behind him.

“Umm.”

“Clive?” she squealed.

He tried his best to speak over the alarm. “Umm. This isn’t what it looks like.”

“It isn’t?”

“Uh, no.”

Gail adapted to the severity of the situation with remarkable speed. “Because it looks like Wayne has caught fire and you’re trying to hide it.”

“It’s not me.”

Gail and Clive held each other’s stare, wondering what the other might say.

“Gail?”

“Yeah?”

“Is anybody in the waiting room?”

“Just one,” she said. “Fatima Black. Her usual Friday appointment. Shall I—”

“—Fuck her off?” Clive blurted, desperate for a way out of the situation. “Yes, do that.”

“What shall I tell her?”

“Oh, I dunno. Tell her we’re over-running, and that today’s session is free. And that I’m sorry. Or something.”

“Okay.”

“Just don’t let her up here, for Christ’s sake.”

“No, of course not.”

Gail went for the door, only to be stopped by the quick-thinking Clive. “Oh, Gail?”

“Yeah?”

“Shut off the fire alarm. The box is in the cupboard.”

“Okay.”

“This isn’t what it looks like, Gail. I promise.”

Utterly terrified, the young girl pushed through the door and clambered down the stairs. She didn’t possess the full facts and couldn’t be completely sure Wayne was dead.

Her mind might be playing tricks on her, or so she thought.

 

Back in the therapy room, Clive was relieved to hear the fire alarm suddenly stop screaming like a drugged-up banshee.

Clive breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. You’re a good girl, Gail.”

He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his cell phone.

“Now, we just need to take care of this little problem.”

He swiped through to his contacts list, and hit the dial button. The call rang immediately. “C’mon, pick up.”

As he waited for the call to be answered, he looked out of the window and watched the busy main street carry on as normal.

All seemed to be well, only some of the pedestrians looked rather unwell.

“Huh?”

A teenage boy held his knees and vomited in the gutter. Across the road, where the line usually was for the nightclub - a dour dwelling called A Place With No Name - a young mother and her son were on their knees, coughing and spluttering.

“What the hell is going on?” Clive muttered as he listened to the ringing on his phone.

Just then, a coordinated swarm of what looked like black dots bounced off the window pane, causing Clive to jump back in fright.

“Whoa. Fuck me.”

A gruff-sounding man answered the call. “Who the fuck’s this? Clive, man, is that you?”

Clive double-took and kept one eye on Wayne’s corpse, and the other on the events taking place on the street.

“Hey, Big Six,” he said. “Yes, yes, it’s me.”

“That’s one fucked up greeting you got there, my man,” Big Six grunted. “Is that a game you white psychologists play that us black cunts don’t understand?”

“What?” Clive barked, before getting back on track. “No, no—”

“—You call a nigger up and ask him to fuck you?” Big Six said. “Bitch, I’ll come down there and fuck you so hard you’ll wish you were never born.”

“If things go the way they’re going then you might just get your wish on Sunday night, after all.”

“The fuck you talking about?”

Clive accidentally knocked Wayne’s knee with his own, accidentally breaking the brittle bone in two.

“Six, listen,” Clive gasped. “Oh, fuck.”

“McCord? Are you right in the head, man? You want me to send a couple girls over there? Chill you the fuck out?”

“No, no, no.”

Baffled, Clive kicked away the jagged, charcoaled remnants of Wayne’s leg from the carpet. In doing so, he only compounded the problem and trod the flakes into his plush carpet.

“McCord? You there?”

“Yeah, Six. Look. I have a, uh, bit of a problem. Can you get down to my practice?”

“When?”

“Oh, I dunno. How does now sound?”

The response time was such that Clive saw more and more pedestrians coughing and sneezing up a storm on the sidewalk.

“Damn, McCord. Me and my crew are caught up in some shit right now.”

“Please, Six, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent. And believe me, shit is real urgent right now.”

Big Six’s voice came across as very put-out. “Ah. Fuck.”

Clive half-grinned and spied the opportunity for an ironic retort. “Right, big man. Now you’re talking dirty to me.”

“McCord, don’t be funny with me. I don’t appreciate your skinny cracker-ass jokes. Me and my boys are as busy as a five-pussy hooker, and now you want our heavenly asses to come rescue your skinny one?”

“Please, Six?” Clive said.

“Motherfucker, you do know something’s happening out there, right? People’s is gettin’ sick, man—”

“—I know, I know,” Clive said as he peered through the window. “It’s like everyone’s caught something.”

“Okay, cool. We’ll come down now.”

Just then, Clive remembered who was in the waiting area. “Oh, shit. Wait.”

“What?”

“I got a client waiting for me downstairs. She’s a real asshole at the best of times. I can’t turn her away.”

“I don’t give a shit if she turns into a fucking dog, McCord. Either you want us to come down there or you don’t. Which is it?”

The removal of Wayne’s body couldn’t wait. Clive’s paced around the room, his mind conjuring up all sorts of bad scenarios should help arrive.

Oh, fuck. What if that Detective guy comes back? What if someone sees something? Shit, shit, shit.

“McCord?” Big Six asked. “Fuckin’ say something.”

Clive ran to the other end of the room and looked through the window.

Then, his eyes light up with a sudden idea he’d had. “Come now. It’s okay. Just come quickly.”

“There you are with the sex jokes again, dick head.”

“Oh, come quickly? Yeah, very funny. Just get here, now.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

Clive gripped the stair rail and raced down the steps, two-at-a-time. Breathless, he wiped his mouth, and pushed the door open to the reception room.

He saw Gail talking to someone on the desk phone.

Thinking better of interrupting her, he looked at the yellow sofa and acknowledged the tall, black woman sitting on it.

“Mrs. Black,” Clive said. “Hello.”

Fatima Black had a morbid look to her; black blouse, black leather gloves, black knee-length skirt, black stockings, black stiletto shoes, and the black widow hat she always wore—all of it would put your average, everyday goth to shame.

Fatima herself was black, too, which rendered her svelte, imposing height resembling a giant shadow against the yellow sofa.

Without invitation, Fatima stood up and let her true size be known to Clive who, by now, was more preoccupied with his cell phone.

Whenever Fatima spoke, people’s ears pricked up. Her husky tone only underpinned her brilliantly confident frame. “Good afternoon, Dr. McCord.”

“Yeah, hi.”

She struggled to clear her throat as she held her glove to her striking red lips and coughed into it.

Sniff-sniff.

Her nostrils flared, which was all anyone could see on account of the black veil hanging an inch above her brow.

“I don’t feel too well, actually,” she said. “I haven’t eaten for days.”

“Oh.”

“And I think I’ve got a bug, or something. I can’t stop coughing.”

Clive finally looked up at the woman and raised his eyebrows. “You mean like a fever?”

“Of sorts,” she said. “Christ, it’s warm out. Not much better in here.”

“Yeah, I know. Our air conditioner is out of commission right now.”

Fatima’s chest heaved out and then sucked back in as she coughed into the pit of her arm. Her ribcage pressed through the material in her blouse, reminding Clive—and Gail—of just how skeletal she was under her clothes.

“No, don’t go anywhere,” Clive said. “I just need to take a call, and I’ll be with you, okay?”

“If you’re sure?”

“Sure I’m sure. You’re not going anywhere until you’ve had your session, okay?”

Fatima pushed the rim of her hat up over her bangs and offered him the evillest of grins. It was as if she knew something.

Clive’s anxiety kicked in as the person he had dialed finally answered the call. It provided him with the perfect excuse to run to the reception desk and take the call outside.

“Keep her here,” he mouthed to Gail.

“What?” she whispered back.

Clive ignored her cry and spoke into his cell phone. “Hey, Bee. Are you okay?”

A young, female voice poked his ear from the cell phone. “Hey. Yeah, I’m fine, I guess.”

“Good, hang on a second—”

Clive knocked his knuckles on the reception desk and nodded at Gail. “Who are you on the phone to?”

She covered the mouthpiece and mouthed two words at him. “The police.”

“The police?”

Gail tried to conceal the conversation from the eavesdropping Fatima. “Yeah. The detective guy from earlier. He’s put me on hold. I bought you some time and told him you were with a client.”

Suspicious, Clive turned around and clapped eyes on Fatima, who stared back at him with a quizzical look on her face.

“Does Fatima know?”

“No,” Gail said. “I’ve kept it vague.”

Clive raced to the front door and pushed it open with his behind. “Give me a minute. I need to take this call.”

 

Clive bounded onto the sidewalk and took a lungful of air. “Hey, Bee. Are you there?”

“Yeah, I am,” came the youthful voice on the other end of the line. “This goddamn timetable they gave me. I still don’t know my way around the place, yet, and I’m late for class.”

Clive squinted at two burly men preparing ropes for a line outside the nightclub. One of them held his stomach and coughed up a storm.

“Still?” he asked. “Didn’t they show you around yesterday? I thought you had some kind of initiation, or whatever, with the new intake?”

“I did, but I’ll be damned if I can commit this stupid building’s layout to memory. Anyway, enough about me, did you get inside that receptionist girl’s panties, yet?”

“What? Uh, no. I’m working on it.”

“Well get a fucking move on it, Dad.”

A flurry of tiny insects drifted past Clive’s face. He used his spare hand to bat them away. “Ugh, get off.”

“What?”

“Not you,” Clive said, as a woman walked past him and sneezed into the palm of her hand. “Ugh. I don’t get it.”

“Get what?”

“Is there some kind of bug going around where you are?”

 

Chrome Junction Academy

~Chrome Valley West~

 

Bee McCord, a thirteen-year-old white school girl with black pigtails, walked at speed along a corridor.

“A bug? No. Why?

She clutched her cell phone in one hand, and a printout of a map in the other.

Clive’s voice drifted out of her cell phone. “I dunno. It seems like everyone is sick all of a sudden?”

“Nope. All fine here.”

Bee stopped and looked at the map printout. “Hmm. Room 118?”

She approached a dust-laden door and peered inside. An empty room with waist-high stools and giant tables, all designed for woodwork activities. Her eyes opened at the band saw at the far end of the room.

“No, this isn’t it.”

“Listen,” Clive said. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. My schedule is packed until three, but I can come pick you up when school’s over.”

Bee moved back into the corridor and heard the sound of a teacher talking to a roomful of students. “Yeah, okay. How are you getting on with the hunt?”

Clive’s confidence was evident in his voice. “I got two, and I’m about to get the third. But the fourth still eludes me.”

The voices behind the last door in the corridor grew louder as Bee approached it. “The fourth? Ugh, don’t make me summon that green motherfucker.”

“Yeah. But don’t worry, I’m—”

“—Jesus fucking Christ,” Bee said. “Take your sweet time, why don’t you? Shit.”

“Don’t talk to me like that, Bee.”

“I don’t give a damn, Dad,” Bee snapped. “This is serious. You do know what day it is tomorrow, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes. I do.”

“And you do know we only have forty-eight hours till it’s all over?”

“Yes, but listen, the police—”

Bee stopped still in the empty corridor and sighed with anger. She looked up at the students’ artwork lining the wall.

Dozens of pencil sketches of objects ranging from fruit to architecture stared back down at her.

“—I don’t give a shit about the police,” Bee squealed into the phone. “Just get that third asshole.”

“Right.”

“I’ll try to evoke the fourth and set him on us.”

Her lips stopped moving when she saw a picture of a decapitated statue with a missing right arm.

“Bee? You there?”

“I need to go.”

She swung her head to the left, and then to the right.

Crick-cruck.

The cricks in her neck ironed out as she cut the call and moved to the last door in the corridor.

“Ah, that’s better.”

 

“Turn to chapter six, item seven on your math agenda, you’ll find Pythagoras. We’ll start with that, and work from there.”

Bee walked into the room, careful not to interrupt the bespectacled teacher at the front of the class in his metal-framed wheelchair.

A few eyeballs from some of the male students whipped in Bee’s direction. An unwelcome series of shit-eating grins erupted the further she moved into the room.

The teacher spotted her and frowned. “Yes? Can I help you?”

“Hi. I think I’m lost.”

A chorus of chirpy laughter whirled around the room from some of the more boisterous children. Two boys, one skinny, the other fat, caught Mr. Pond’s attention.

“Henry? Bartosz?”

“Yes, sir?” the boys said in tandem.

“Shut up.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Get reading, or I’ll have both your asses in detention. The same goes for anyone else who thinks they’re a comedian.”

Bee lifted the paper and pointed to the grid—the second square on the fifth column. “I think I’m meant to be here?”

“Let me see your schedule.”

Aggrieved, the teacher snatched the paper from her hand and pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose.

“Yes, period two. Mathematics with Mr. Holbrook.”

Bee fluttered her eyelids at the man who was clearly thirty years her senior. He squinted at the elegant handwriting at the top of the grid.

“Beryl… Tuft?”

Two boys giggled as he read her name out loud. Bee scrunched her face at them, and smiled back at the teacher.

“Yeah, but everyone calls me Bee. My surname is McCord, but I think they made a mistake with my transfer. Tuft is my middle name.”

“Hmm. So, Beryl T. McCord, huh?”

“Yes, sir. Mr. Holbrook, sir?”

“Oh, no,” the teacher said. “I’m not the regular maths teacher. I’m Mr. Pond.”

“Oh.”

“But everyone calls me Mr. Pond,” he joked to little applause. “And that includes you too, little lady.”

Bee crouched down in front of Mr. Pond and unzipped her backpack. The view from the chairs made it seem as if she was going down on him, and elicited precisely the response such a notion demanded.

“Woooooh,” the children cackled.

Beryl knew what she was doing. The front of her skirt rolled down her thighs and, quite by ‘accident’, exposed her knickers.

She looked up at Mr. Pond with a dough-eyed sweetness as she put her schedule into her backpack and slowly zipped it up.

Mr. Pond didn’t know which way to look. So, he looked back at the children and scowled. “Get on with your work.”

He looked down at Bee and waved her up. “Okay, that’s enough. On your feet.”

“Sorry, Mr. Pond,” she said on her way up. “I’m a little nervous.”

“You don’t look it.”

Whump.

He shoved a battered, textbook in her hand and pointed at another blond girl sitting on her own at the back of the class. “Ms. Hopper?”

“Yeah?” the girl asked.

“Don’t yeah me, Vicky. You nasty ingrate,” Mr. Pond spat. “Ms. McCord is sitting with you for this class. Be nice to her.”

Vicky snorted and concealed her bubble gum under her tongue. “Yes, sir.”

Mr. Pond turned to Bee and held his hand out to the spare seat next to Vicky. “Okay, go and sit. Chapter six., item seven. Start reading.”

 

***

 

“Clive?”

“Yes, Gail?”

“I just got off the phone with the detective. He wants you to call him back when you’re finished with your next client.”

Clive ground his elbows onto the reception desk and buried his face into his palms. “Ugghh, fuck. Did you tell him anything?”

“Of course not.”

“You didn’t give him a time for me to call back, did you? Please say you didn’t do that.”

“God, no,” Gail whispered. “I kept it vague. But Fatima’s starting to creep me out.”

“I know, she’s weird. But I’ll take care of her. What else did the detective guy say?”

“Cohen?”

Clive kept up the surreptitious conversation at a low enough level so as not to spook Fatima, who continued to occupy the yellow sofa like a boring, sitting statue.

“Yeah, that’s his name,” he said. “Did he say anything else?”

“He sounded irate. You need to call him—”

“—Excuse me? Dr. McCord?”

Clive swung around on the spot with a glorious grin on his face. “Fatima.”

She pointed to the clock on the wall. Clive looked on and gasped. The roman numerals circling the frame appeared more like sharp daggers than numbers. “Ugh.”

“Are you quite well, Dr. McCord?” Fatima asked. “I ask, because we’re already five minutes over.”

Clive hopped, skipped, and jumped towards Fatima with a renewed confidence. Playing up the fact that everything was fine was the order of the hour.

“Yes, I did say that we were running a bit beyond time?”

“You did. Your receptionist also suggested that this session was free of charge because of it.”

Confused, Clive turned to Gail. “Did I?”

A nod of concurrence came from the angelic face behind the reception desk. “Uh-huh.”

“So I did.”

Clive held his hand at the staircase. “Fatima, do you want to go up and take a seat. I’ll be there in two bats of an eyelid.”

Unsure of his sincerity, Fatima frowned and moved towards the stairs. “Very well. Please be quick.”

“Oh, don’t worry Fatima,” Clive chirped. “I’ll probably be there before you are.”

Clive and Gail held their smile just long enough until they were happy Fatima was up the stairs—and out of view.

Then, Clive spun around and spoke to Gail with an urgency usually reserved for drowning swimmers.

“Jesus fucking Christ on a unicorn.”

“What?” Gail asked.

“I know what this means.”

“What, what?”

“Typical fucking cops,” he said. “Cleverley told me how they work. They don’t have the funds for a raid, or a visit to arrest, so they get you to volunteer to go to the precinct and get arrested there.”

“Oh.”

“I can’t get arrested, Gail. Not now.”

He grabbed her wrists in haste, which explained the utter desperation in his face.

“Have you been drinking?” Gail asked.

“Of course I haven’t,” he said. “Look, there’s something big going on. I can’t explain it now, but—”

“—Excuse me, Dr. McCord?” came Fatima’s insistent voice from the top of the staircase. “I shan’t wait any longer. Please come up.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” he said, before returning to Gail’s confused expression and grabbing her hand. “Please, Gail—”

“—You’re hurting my wrists,” she complained.

“Oh. Sorry.”

He released them and slammed his fists to the reception desk, causing her mug of coffee to shunt across the surface.

“What you saw up there was what you thought you saw.”

“What I thought I saw?”

Clive wiped the sweat from his brow and quickened his speech. “It’s a long story, but you trust me, don’t you?”

“Clive?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re starting to scare me.”

“Wayne spontaneously combusted.”

Gail’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. “What?”

“Yeah, he—uh, actually, there’s no other way to explain it. He burst into flames.”

“So that’s what you were hiding when I went up there?”

“Yeah,” Clive said. “And, uh, obviously that’s gonna be difficult to explain to the cops. But the cops are calling you on the phone, and so—”

“—What have you done, Clive?” Gail asked whilst fighting off her impending coronary.

“Aww, Jeez,” he cried. “You’re never gonna believe me. I got a couple of guys coming right now to take care of Wayne.”

“Take care of him?”

“Yeah. They know what to do, but Gail, I need you to hold that detective guy back. Please. Please do that for me.”

Gail’s face sank as she slowly returned her ass to her chair. The enormity of the situation clung to her heart, and she had a decision to make—save Clive, or rat him out.

“You want me to lie for you?”

Clive pressed his palms together as if praying. “Please.”

Beyond unhappy, Gail sighed and decided she couldn’t look her employer in the face any longer. She turned to the screen and pretended to busy herself.

“Gail?”

“Shut the fuck up. Go and deal with Fatima before I change my mind.”

Clive half-snickered with relief and ran over to the stairwell. “Thanks, Gail.”

“You fucking owe me, Clive,” she hollered after him. “I swear to God.”

Clive’s voice flew across the sound of his feet clambering up the steps. “Yeah. Be careful who you swear to around here, Gail.”

 

***

 

Thirty minutes had gone by in utter silence in the math classroom.

Mr. Pond attended the register on his computer terminal and kept an eye out for any mischief from the students.

Bee sat at her desk, a foot or so away from Vicky, and pretended to read the textbook.

Why the fuck do they bother teaching this shit to kids these days, anyway? I can’t think of a time when I’ve ever needed to use Pythagoras’ Theory, or anything like that.

“Psst.”

Bee hadn’t heard the noise, and flipped through the pages of the textbook. One page in particular seemed damp and ragged.

What the hell is this?

She flipped the page open and found a sheet of paper with a crude drawing of a vagina on it.

Huh. How very mature. That’s the closest any kid around here will get to one of these, I think.

“Psst.”

Bee looked up and around to locate the source of the bizarre hissing sound. It had come from Vicky’s lips, who tried her best to conceal her shenanigans.

“Hey.”

“Bee?” Vicky whispered. “You’re the new girl, right?”

“Yeah.”

The blond girl looked the new girl up and down and smiled. “Cool. You’re pretty.”

“Thanks.”

Vicky opened her mouth and balanced the green bubble gum in the crook of her tongue. Repulsed, Bee scrunched her face and turned back to the textbook.

“Hey.”

Bee sighed and shot Vicky a glance. “What do you want? Can’t you see I’m trying to read?”

“You wanna be careful with those pigtails around here,” Vicky whispered. “Most of the teachers here are fuckin’ pedos.”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t fool me, Bee,” Vicky said. “I know what you’re up to. Flirting with Pondie like that.”

Offended, Bee squinted at the girl. “I beg your pardon?”

“I beg your pardon,” Vicky mocked. “What is this, some Downton Abbey shit? You talk funny with that stupid accent. What accent is that, anyway?”

“It’s called educated,” Bee snapped.

Vicky scrunched her face, failing to get the joke. “Eh?”

Mr. Pond looked up from his computer screen and almost caught the two girls warring. They both faced forward with an angelic grin, as if butter wouldn’t melt.

Satisfied that everyone was occupied, Mr. Pond returned to his work, and Bee and Vicky snapped antagonistic glances once again.

“So, Bee? Where you from?”

“None of your business.”

“Okay, sure,” Vicky giggled. “Suit yourself.”

“Why is Mr. Pond in a wheelchair?

Vicky hiccuped and sniffed. “Two boys tried to kill him last year.”

Bee found the news concerning. “What happened?”

“During class, they broke into his woodwork workshop with knives and stabbed him,” Vicky explained. “But they fucked up and didn’t kill him. Now he’s in a wheelchair.”

“Where are the two boys now?”

Vicky winced and heaved. “Dunno. The police took them away and gave them new identities—”

Atchoo—schplaatt-tt.

Vicky sneezed a mound of blood on Bee’s face. The force was so vicious that the wads of phlegm splattered her cheeks like a bullet hit.

“Oh my God,” Vicky gasped and spluttered. “I’m so sorry.”

Mr. Pond slammed the desk as every child in the room turned around and gasped. “Vicky Hopper? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Covered in blood, Bee stood up with her arms out and screamed. “She sneezed blood on me, sir.”

“Jesus Christ,” Mr. Pond said. “Vicky, what the hell is wrong with you?”

Vicky clutched her chest and vomited onto her desk, much to the horror of her classmates, who all slid their chairs in the opposite direction.

“Ewwwww.”

Vicky choked and spat a rope of bloodied saliva onto the floor. “Oh, fuck.”

Mr. Pond wheeled himself past Henry and Bartosz and up the grid of desks to Vicky.

“No, sir,” she said. “Don’t come any closer.”

“Why on Earth not?”

“I think I’m coming down with something.”

Mr. Pond’s screeched to a halt, leaving a dual trail of rubber marks on the linoleum floor. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah.”

Stunned, Bee blinked rapidly, daring not to move in case the blood crept into areas of her body she wished it hadn’t.

“Bee?” Mr. Pond asked.

“Uh, yes?”

“Escort Vicky to the nurse’s office, would you? If anyone stops you, send them to me so I can explain.”

Vicky staggered into Bee’s arms, “Wuurggghh.”

“Okay, I’ll take her.”

Henry bopped Bartosz on the arm and whispered. “Not again.”

The fat boy watched Bee escort Vicky out of the classroom. “Really. After that period joke they played last year.”

 

***

 

Fatima stood in the middle of the therapy and scanned the four walls. Clive’s psychiatry certificate took center stage in the middle of the wall that separated the room from the bathroom.

Fatima lifted the front of her hat over her fringe and snorted at the picture frame. “Yeah, right.”

As she took one step forward, the creak in her figure-hugging leather skirt creaked. It was so quiet in the room and, bizarrely, the window was shut—which was odd for such a humid and hot afternoon.

Scritch-clump.

Puzzled, Fatima looked around for the strange sound. It appeared to have come from the other side of the window that looked onto the back parking lot.

Several trash cans lined the wall a few feet below.

Her four-seater Bugatti sat proudly in a nearby disabled spot, and was relieved to discover nobody had approached it.

Critch-critch.

“What is that noise?”

Like most nosy cats, the curiosity got the better of her. She fanned her fingers out and pressed them under the ledge of the window, and pushed up.

Grooaann.

A cool breeze brushed over her shoulders as it rushed through the opened window.

Bop-bop.

“Huh?”

Then, Fatima made the mistake of looking down. She gasped and held her gloved hand to her heaving chest. “Oh my God. War?”

On an ordinary day, if one were to look out of the window and check out the ground one floor below, they’d see trash cans.

Today, if someone looked down, they would see the corpse of a soldier tied to the gutter by its neck, slapping against the brick wall every so often.

 

In the en suite bathroom, Clive held out his right arm and chucked half a glass of vodka down his throat in one hit.

“Gaaaah.”

He shook his head and slammed the glass down, and finished peeing in the toilet. “That’s better.”

Not many people knew this, but Clive rarely washed his hands after he visited the bathroom. He felt the germs helped strengthen his immune system.

He lifted the end of his tucked shirt and scratched at his belly button before lifting his pants around his waist. Clive had used his belt to secure Wayne’s corpse to the wall under the window.

He chuckled in a half-stupor and rubbed his cheeks as he scanned his reflection in the mirror. “Look at you. Pull yourself together.”

Slap-smack.

A vicious back hand to his right cheek, and the same to the left. Before he could calm down, he slid his finger into his belly button and winced.

“God damn it, that is that?”

He gouged out a clump of what resembled black mucus from the hole in his stomach, and lifted the result up to his face. His index finger was covered in the stuff.

“What the hell?”

A spurious shuffling sound came from the therapy room. Usually, when a patient was waiting in the chair, they wouldn’t make much noise. He knew Fatima was in the room. She was quiet at the best of times, which only added to her intimidating demeanor.

He didn’t know what to do with the slime at the end of his finger, so he wiped it on the back of his pants, and returned to the mirror.

“It’s her, you know. I’m definitely sure it’s her,” he said.

His reflection moved out of sync with his own movements and, quite to Clive’s surprise, it reached through the mirror and grabbed the bottle in its hand.

“Well,” the reflection said. “If she gives you any shit, you know where to find me.”

Clive’s reflection threw him a cheeky wink, and chugged from the half-full bottle of vodka.

 

Flush.

Clive bounded out of the en suite bathroom in full psychiatrist mode. Over-zealous to a fault, Fatima felt he was trying a little too hard to deflect whatever the hell was happening.

Clive, on the other hand, felt Fatima behaved completely normally. He didn’t know what she’d seen. The closed, seemingly untouched window confirmed it.

“Hello, Fatima. How are you?”

“I am well, Dr. McCord.

He noticed the fingers on both her hands clutching at the end of the armrests. Something was definitely a little strange.

“Everything okay?”

“Everything is fine. I’m just a little nervous.”

Clive sat into his seat, crossed his legs and pressed his palms together. He ducked his head to glean a better view of her covered face.

“Nervous?”

“I think so.”

“Fatima?”

“Yes, Dr. McCord?”

“This isn’t going to work. I need to be able to see your face if we’re going to talk.”

Fatima finally lifted her head. She’d been weeping in the time it had taken Clive to emerge from the bathroom.

“Oh,” Clive said. “Are you okay?”

“I didn’t realize it until now, Dr. McCord.”

“Realize what?”

“I’ve been out of my mind with worry,” she said. “Since you suggested we do the hypnotherapy.”

“Oh, good. Good. Do you feel up to it, now?”

“I’ve been doing my best to build up to it, mentally. Physically. But mostly mentally, I guess.”

Clive grinned at her decision. All he needed to do was charm her into submission.

“There’s really nothing to be nervous about, Fatima. I can assure you that you’re perfectly safe. You won’t be walking out of here changed in any way, unless it’s for the better. Most patients benefit greatly from hypnotherapy.”

“I won’t be under a spell, though, will I?”

“Oh, no. That’s a common myth brought on by all those interminable television shows. No, it’s more to do with being calm, and relaxing into a specific pattern of behavior.”

Biddip-bzzz.

Clive held his eyes on hers and shifted his buttocks around. His cell phone had buzzed, and he was keen to check it out.

“Are you sure it’s safe, Dr. McCord?”

“Please, call me Clive.”

Fatima lowered her head and planted her palms on her knees, ready to talk some more.

The second her eyes vanished, Clive reached into his pocket and took out his phone. He jumped to his feet and carefully strolled away from the chair. “I’m just going to give you some space. Keep talking.”

“I’ve heard that some people never truly break away from the spell they get under…”

Fatima continued talking, but her voice bleached into a garbled muddle of words as Clive walked behind her chair.

He re-read the message he received on his cell phone:

 

Yo. We’re here.

Message me back.

Double-T.

 

“Shit.”

Fatima stopped talking and looked over her shoulder and found Clive, without his cell phone, looking at her.

“What? What are you doing there?” she asked.

“It’s called distance discussion, Fatima,” Clive said, half-impressed with his ability to lie on the spot. “A radical new therapy whereby participants do not see each other, but continue to talk.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. It focuses the mind on what’s being said, and not influenced by any physical factors. Or whatever.”

“Huh?”

Clive twirled his hand around and indicated to her to face forward. “Yeah, look, just turn around and keep speaking. I am listening, I promise.”

“Well, if you’re sure?”

Clive squinted at the screen and spoke out of the side of his mouth. “Uh-huh. Keep talking.”

The second her back slid into view, Clive produced his phone and re-read the message, then scanned the back window.

“Shall I continue talking, Dr. McCord?”

“Yeah, go on—”

Fatima took a deep breath and opened her mouth to the empty seat before her. “My husband, Wydron, doesn’t like me coming here…”

Clive wasn’t listening—he was far more preoccupied with typing his response.

 

Hey, DT.
Stuck with a client

in my room.
Will be down in a—

 

“… what do you think, Dr. McCord?” Fatima asked.

Startled, Clive moved away from the back window and slid his cell phone into his pants pocket. He hadn’t heard anything Fatima had said, and his face showed it.

“What do I think of what?”

“What I just said?”

“Oh. What did you just say?”

Fatima frowned. “You weren’t listening, were you?”

Clive glanced at the back window, expecting something to happen. “No, no, I—”

“—See? You’re more concerned with what’s going on outside.”

Clive changed the subject, hoping it might save his ass. “Fatima? Have you seen what’s going on out there? People getting sick?”

“Yes, my husband has come down with whatever is going round.”

“Your husband?”

“Wydron. Yes.”

“Ah yes, the guy with the stupid name. He’s sick?”

Fatima squinted at Clive. “What do you mean stupid name?”

Lost in his own world, Clive kept his eyes on the back parking lot. “Well, that’s a stupid name for a human being.”

“Dr. McCord?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t mean to be rude, but this is my session. Could you please pay attention to me.”

Clive turned to her with an apologetic look on his face. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”

He sat into his chair and leaned forward, pretending to give a shit, and it seemed to work.

Fatima smiled for the first time today, but the giddy Clive really wasn’t too interested in what she had to say.

“Is something troubling you, Dr. McCord?”

“Me? Nah.”

Clive’s dismissal didn’t fool her, but before she had a chance to interrogate him, he held out his hands.

“Shall we begin the hypnotherapy?”

She cast her eyes down to his shirt sleeves covering his wrists, and then at his palms. A pocket watch sat in his right palm, ticking away quietly.

“Look at the clock face, Fatima. Follow the smaller of the two hands, the second hand, with your eyes.

Tick-tick-tick.

Fatima obliged his instruction, and moved her eyes ever-so-minutely as they followed the hand across the roman numerals.

“Tell me how you feel.”

“Calm, Dr. McCord,” she said, slowly. “It feels nice. Like I have focus.”

“Good. Keep following the hand as it ticks. Stop, start, stop, start, absorb the motions, and let them consume you.”

Tick-tick-tick.

“It feels as if I’m making time move,” she whispered.

“Like you’re in control?”

“Yes,” she mouthed. “Yes.”

Clive hopped onto repeating her own words. “Yes. As if the moment is in danger of being lost?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Exactly,” Clive repeated. “Now, tune your breathing into each second. Breathe in for five seconds, hold for five, and then exhale for five. Keep your eyes moving, though. Always moving. Always progressing.”

Fatima’s chest heaved as she inhaled.

“Good, just follow the second hand. Hold the air in.”

Clive clicked his fingers the second she held her breath. “Close your eyes.”

She did as instructed with an immediacy he hadn’t expected. The usually rebellious woman was in danger of falling into his control.

Bzzz.

His cell phone interrupted the session, and Fatima snorted, still with her eyes shut.

“Ignore any extraneous sounds. That was just my phone,” Clive said. “Now, keep that image of the hand moving around the watch, and breathe. In for five seconds, hold for five, and exhale for five. Real slow.”

Fatima did as he said. She breathed in, slowly, and relaxed into the chair.

Carefully, Clive retrieved his phone and looked at the screen. He raised his eyes, and launched into a semi-urgent, semi-calm dialog.

“You’re doing great, Fatima. Feel every muscle in your body turn to cream. Nice isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Relax. Just use the sound of my voice to guide you.”

Clive glanced at his cell phone to find a message with two words—We’re here.

“Yes!” he snapped, a little too loudly, before hushing his voice in haste.

“Shit.”

Fortunately, Fatima was still in the process of going under.

“Uh, just let the sensation envelope you completely, like a warm blanket comforter smothering your entire body, like a ray of sunshine illuminating your soul. Focus on the hand. The hand is your guide.”

Clive placed the watch on Fatima’s knee and looked up at the door.

“Good girl, Fatima,” he said, calmly. “Good girl.”

Snore.

Fatima’s nostrils flared as she relaxed further into the chair and fell asleep.

The sound of heavy footsteps ascending the stairs pervaded the ground and the left-hand wall next to the door to the therapy room.

“Remember, any sound you hear is not real. A figment of your imagination. Simply incorporate it into your mind.”

Pensive, Clive bit his lip and rose out of his chair, expecting someone to come into the room.

“Keep breathing, Fatima. Breathe, hold, exhale.”

Creak.

Clive stuttered as the door pushed open. A big, black face with bright, white eyes blinked through the gap. His name was Big Six.

Clive held his index finger to his lips. “Shhh.”

The fat, black man walked in with his associate—a skinny man named Toe Tag, who held a gun in his hand.

Puzzled, the Big Six saw the sleeping Fatima sitting in front of the stony-faced Clive.

“What the fuck?” he mouthed.

Clive nodded at the back window. “Over there.”

“Shit.”

Big Six and Toe Tag shuffled over to the back window. Clive kept one eye on them, and the other on Fatima, who was still asleep.

He looked down the back of Toe Tag’s pants to find a cream-colored label hanging off the end of his jeans, just above his boot.

“Huh?”

Big Six looked around the window frame and waved at Clive. “What the fuck?” he mouthed.

Clive shook his head and grimaced. “No, open the window,” he whispered.

Toe Tag slid the safety catch off on his gun and prepared to open fire as Big Six lifted the window open.

Neither of them could see anything. Big Six turned back to Clive, confused. “Where?”

Clive pointed his index finger towards the ground. “Under the window.”

Confused, Big Six and Toe Tag poked their heads out of the window and saw the corpse hanging from the gutter, just above the ground floor window.

“Oh, fuck,” Big Six yelped and knocked Toe Tag on the shoulder. “C’mon, help me.”

Clive took two steps forward and watched Big Six grab the belt and hoist Wayne’s corpse up the wall.

Fatima groaned, quietly, threatening to wake from her slumber.

Ready to slit her throat if he had to, Clive looked down at her and frowned. “How are you feeling, Fatima?”

“Mmm...”

Clive returned to Big Six wrestling with Wayne’s corpse as he pulled it through the window.

“Good, Fatima. You’re doing great. Keep breathing.”

 

***

 

Bee struggled with Vicky as they walked across the barren playground. She kept her grip on the sick girl’s arm and encouraged her forward.

They couldn’t be sure that they weren’t being watched by anyone. Thousands of windows from surrounding classrooms offered a great view of two blood-soaked demons traipsing their way to the medical office.

A muffled thump on the glass from a dozen windows erupted around the two girls as they walked.

“Woohooo.”

“Ah, sh-shit,” Vicky heaved. “Do I look as bad as I feel?”

“Yeah.”

“Because I feel as if I’ve drowned in a bathtub full of piss,” she croaked. “Ugghhh. I’m never gonna live this down. Not after the shit me and Lizzie did.”

Bee pulled the sickly Vicky forward. “Why, what did you do?”

“You don’t wanna know.”

Bee approached the lone white door next to the bathrooms. “Okay, I guess this is the nurse’s office, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s get you inside.”

 

A gloved hand slid under Vicky’s chin, and lifted her head up.

“Eyes open, please, Ms. Hopper.”

The girl obliged the stern-sounding instruction. Her eyelids pushed up and exposed her beautiful, blue eyeballs. 

Whoosh.

A giant God-like blast of light blinded her left eye, and then her right.

“How are you feeling?”

“Like shit, miss.”

The nurse, a large, friendly-looking Indian woman, removed her hand from Vicky’s chin and took a step back. Bee eyed the label on the woman’s shirt—Nurse. Sangita Gallagher.

“When did this start?” Sangita asked.

“Dunno,” Vicky groaned. “I feel like someone’s fucked me in the ear and cum in my brain.”

Sangita wasn’t impressed with the girl’s summation. “Ms. Hopper?”

“Yes, Mrs. Gallagher?”

“That’s disgusting. I know you’re unwell, but there’s no need for that kind of language.”

“Sorry, miss.”

Bee smirked and watched Sangita approach the medicine cabinet. “Seems you have a fever, Vicky. And a cough, too. It’s a productive one, at that, so I expect it to stop.”

“What’s wrong with me?”

Sangita retrieved a small packet of pills and tossed them at Vicky. “Catch.”

The girl caught them in her hands and grunted. “What’s this?”

“Take two of those and get some water,” Sangita said. “I’m going to call your mother and have you go home to rest. We don’t want you infecting anyone else, now.”

“What about me?” Bee asked.

Sangita removed her rubber gloves and tossed them in the trash can by her knee. “Who are you?”

“Bee McCord, miss.”

“Bee McCord?” Sangita asked. “Never seen you here before. You new?”

“Yes, miss.”

Sangita winced at the bloodied girl. “You look like a zombie. Look, take Vicky to get some water, and leave her at reception. Then come back, and we’ll get you some fresh clothes.”

“Okay.”

Bee took Vicky’s arm and helped her to her feet. Before they walked out, Sangita made eyes at Bee and smiled.

“Helluva first day, huh?” Sangita grinned.

“Yeah.

“Welcome to Chrome Junction, Ms. McCord.”

 

***

 

Clive paced back and forth in his therapy room as he watched Big Six and Toe Tag wrench Wayne’s corpse through the window.

“Careful, careful.”

“Yeah, man,” Big Six heaved. “We careful—”

Whump.

Wayne’s corpse slid from Toe Tag’s hand and hit the floor, back-first.

Clive held his hand over his mouth and hushed. “Shit.” He turned to Fatima, who opened her eyes and flung her head at the ceiling.

“What’s happening?”

“Nothing,” Clive barked. “Close your eyes.”

Big Six and Toe Tag reached for their guns and lost their temper. “Man, who the fuck is this bitch?”

“She’s—never mind, put your guns down.”

Fatima clapped eyes on Wayne’s body, and the two vicious-looking black men staring back at her, weapons drawn.

“Oh my God. You killed him—”

“—Fatima, this isn’t what it looks like.”

“I knew it,” she cried. “You killed him. You killed War.”

“War?” Big Six asked. “What’s she talking about?”

“Christ.”

Fatima jumped to her feet and ran for the door. Clive pushed her aside and held out his arms, blocking her exit. “Fatima, listen.”

The woman screamed murder in his face. “No. It’s a trick. This is a trick.”

“No, Fatima, it’s not a trick. I need you to listen very carefully to me.”

Her face froze, along with her pupils, expecting very bad news to come her way. The silence allowed Clive to try to have her come to terms with the situation.

“What is it?” she asked. “You’re n-not going to kill me, too?”

Clive coughed and scratched his belly through his shirt. “No. I need you to listen. You’re not going to believe me, but you need to try.”

Big Six grabbed Wayne’s wrists, leaving Toe Tag to grab the corpse’s ankles. They lifted him up and shot Clive an evil glance. “We need to get this heavy motherfucker in the truck.”

Fatima burst into tears and began to hyperventilate. “Y-You’re g-going to k-kill me, t-too.”

“No, Fatima,” Clive fumed and pointed at the window. “Six, man, where’s your truck?”

“Cind’rella’s outside, waiting. In the parking lot.”

In a fleeting moment of absent-mindedness, Clive moved from the door and ran to the back window.

A giant eighteen-wheeler covered six disabled parking bays next to Fatima’s Bugatti.

Sitting at the wheel of the truck was a hideous-looking black man wearing a white dress.

“Huh?”

Honk-honk.

Clive spun around on the spot. “We can’t take Wayne down the stairs. We have to throw him out the window.”

“What?” Toe Tag blurted. “We already picked him up out the window, now you want us to throw the fucker back out?”

“Yes.”

Clive pushed the window up with both hands, took a step back, and threw Fatima a vicious look. “Stay there.”

Big Six and Toe Tag began to swing Wayne’s body back and forth. “On three.”

“One… two… three…”

The pair launched the corpse through the window. It twisted around mid-flight, and somersaulted down to the trash cans.

Crash.

Big Six wiped his hands. “Done. Now, let’s get down there before—”

Fatima screamed at the top of her lungs, causing all three men to jump in their shoes.

“Goddamn it,” Toe Tag said. “Someone shut that fuckin’ bitch-dog up.”

Clive ran up to the screaming woman and grabbed her shoulders in an attempt to calm her down. “Famine? Famine, stop screaming.”

Big Six and Toe Tag turned to each other, confused. “Famine?”

Clive corrected himself. “Fatima. Fatima, listen.”

She shook him back, tears flinging in all directions. “Y-You’re g-gonna k-kill me, t-too.”

“Listen, Fatima—”

Slap.

Clive backhanded her across the face, snapping the woman out of her terror. She choked to a silent stupor—with no choice but to listen to Clive as he pressed his forehead against hers.

“It’s been inside you from birth,” he said. “I need you to help me get it out.”

“Get wh-what out? What’s happening to me?”

“Fatima, you’re carrying one of them inside you. I need to get in your head and take it out before it bursts out and destroys you—”

The skin on both Clive’s and Fatima’s forehead turned to a gloopy oatmeal substance and meshed together. The top of Clive’s eye sockets enlarged and cracked open as he spoke.

“Listen to me. You’re not who you think you are. Let me in, Fatima. Let me in—”

Schluurrp.

Clive’s face contorted and melded into Fatima’s as their two bodies joined at the head like a disfigured and messy Siamese twin.

“Gweck, gweurgh,” Clive groaned, as he ran his arms around her back.

“Man, shit’s fucked up,” Toe Tag said. “Fuck this, let’s get outta here before they start fuckin’.”

“Amen.”

Grunt.

As Clive and Fatima’s head meshed together, she pushed back with her arms, trying to set herself free. Her shoulders slammed against the cabinet, knocking the empty bottles of beer onto the floor.

Crunch—schwelp.

Clive’s slicked hair crawled like a thousand spider legs over the gelatinous concoction of fused brain and skull. He wrestled to keep her close to him, as the lone-headed monstrosity staggered around and smashed against the chairs.

“Get out of here, now,” Big Six screamed.

Before the two men could reach the door, Fatima planted the heeled stiletto on her right foot into Clive’s stomach, and kicked herself away.

Schlooop.

The two heads tore away, leaving a suspended rope of mucous, membranes, and blood hanging in the air. Clive’s face extended out and screamed in defiance, as Fatima held her broken skull in her hands and tumbled through the door.

Clive’s face, now a resplendent work of gore, hung down his shirt. Parts of his cranium bubbled and heaved as he pointed at the escaping woman.

“Get her,” he yelled. “She can’t get away.”

Tumble-clump-clump-squeal.

The sound of a large woman falling down the stairs and crying thundered up the staircase and into the room, just as Big Six and Toe Tag ran in her direction.

“Wait for me,” Clive said as he chased after them.

 

Gail jumped out of her seat as she witnessed Fatima tumble ass-over-tit down the stairs, breaking several bones on her descent.

“Oh, Jesus.”

Fatima groaned, and then rammed her elbows into the floor. “Gwaaaar.”

The top half of her body lifted at a right angle and, in an extraordinary display of gravity-defiance, arched up straight on both legs.

Gail froze solid in fright as the monstrosity turned to face her.

“F-Fatima?” Gail asked.

The woman staggered forward, one foot after the other, as if learning to walk. Her distended ribcage poked out through her black blouse. The skin on her face dripped down her front. She held her hands to her busted, malformed forehead, and tried her best to keep her cranium from falling out.

Fatima’s voice growled through what remained of her mouth. “I I, uh, h-have a b-bit of a headache. I n-need to get outta here.”

Gail ran to the entrance door and pushed it open. “Umm, do you want me to call you an ambulance, Mrs. Black?”

Clive jumped down the stairs and ran to the entrance. “Gail?”

The girl turned to the staircase to see her employer wave her back. Big Six, and Toe Tag stood either side of him, ready to open fire.

“No, don’t let her out—”

Without warning, Fatima’s neck extended, whipped back and gnashed the teeth on its head at the three men. “Argggghhh.”

A sharp, venomous tongue whipped around, and slid into its mouth, before it turned back and smashed through the door.

“Get her,” Clive yelped. “Don’t let her get away.”

Clive ran through the busted door and gave chase, with Big Six and Toe Tag in hot pursuit.

 

***

 

In the medical office at Chrome Junction Academy, Bee held the small, plastic cup of water to Vicky’s lips.

“Go slow. Take a sip. Not too much.”

Vicky’s hands clasped around Bee’s as she slurped the water. Her once-vibrant skin had now dulled into a sheen of ghastly illness and sunk into her face.

“Feeling better?”

Vicky pushed Bee’s hand away and lowered her chin to her chest. “Ugh. Not really. This must be what it feels like to be pregnant or something.”

“Hmm. I wouldn’t know.”

“It sucks, man,” Vicky groaned. “I f-feel like my bones are growing and want to bust out of my body. Like I’m turning into a dog, or something.”

“Nah, I wouldn’t advise you do that,” Bee chuckled.

She set the half-consumed cup of water next to her knee and took interest at the door opposite the unmanned reception counter.

“Whose office is that?”

Vicky cleared her throat and closed her eyes. “Principal Foster’s. He’s a prick.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I wish someone would shoot him.”

Bee took pity on the poor girl. Her vomit-soaked skirt kicked up a stink from whatever she had for lunch—french fries and Fizzy Blue Panda Pop, judging by the texture and color on the fine, black material.

“Hey, you’re gonna be fine, you know,” Bee said with a reassuring tone.

“How do you know?”

Bee ran her fingers through the ocean of bountiful blond hair atop Vicky’s head. “Because, I just do. You’re ill. But you’re young, and you’re healthy. It’ll pass.”

Vicky moved her head away from Bee’s fingers and upped her guard at the new, weird girl. “Who are you?”

Bee ignored the question and kept up the reassurance. “It’ll get worse before it gets better. But it will get better. You just need some rest.”

Bee went to touch Vicky’s face again, only to be met with a preventative hand. “Don’t touch me again.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re straight-up w-weird,” Vicky said through her lack of breath. “Who are you, anyway?”

“Are you ready for a long, drawn-out story?”

Vicky shook her head. “N-No, but I want to know why you talk so weird. You talk just like the teachers.”

“Such naivety.”

Bee bit her lip and rolled her eyes, wondering whether or not she should explain herself.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, anyway.”

Vicky dry-heaved and wretched, just as Bee caught her shoulders.

“There, there, sweetheart,” Bee said. “Close your eyes, and take your time. Don’t fight it. I’m here.”

“Wh-what’s h-happening to me?”

Bee produced a reassuring smile in the face of the terrified girl. “It’s all in your mind. Just focus. Relax.”

“B-But it’s not in my mind. It’s in my chest, and my head, and my—”

“—Shhhh,” Bee whispered. “Be a good Gen Z’er and stop talking for once in your fragile life.”

“What?”

“Never mind. Just shut the fuck up and try to relax.”

A few moments of respite, and Vicky found that the strange new girl’s recommendation to close her eyes and breathe worked very well. Though still far from a full recovery, Vicky felt a lot better.

“Bee?”

“Yes?”

Vicky braved the inevitable. “Who are you?”

“Have you ever heard of a word called pestilence?” Bee asked, matter-of-factly.

“Umm, I think so? Isn’t that, like, antibiotics the doctor gives you when you’re unwell?”

“No, that’s Penicillin.”

Vicky heaved again and lowered her shoulders. “Awwww, shit. Am I going to die?”

“Nah,” Bee said. “It’s a sign. A sign that all is well. I know you don’t feel like it right now, but this is a good thing. A sign that everything is going according to plan.”

“It sure doesn’t feel like it,” Vicky groaned. “I dunno what you’re talking about, but I feel like liquid shit.”

Bee took offense to the girl’s assessment. “Oh, no. Quite the contrary, in fact.”

She leaned into the sick girl and whispered.

“War is coming, Vicky. Go home, and stay there. It’s the safest place for you—”

Clang.

The door to Principal Foster’s office slammed open, scaring the hell out of the two girls. Mr. Foster ran out with a sheet of paper and ran his hand through his hair. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

Bee and Vicky looked up, catching him unaware. “Sir?”

“Oh, girls,” he said. “Oh, Jeez.”

“What’s wrong, Mr. Foster?” Bee asked, playing up her little girl act.

“I, uh—it’s not good news,” he said, before squinting at the pigtails on Bee’s head. “Hang on. Who are you?”

“Bee McCord, sir.”

“You’re new here, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What does the B stand for?”

“Um, Bee, sir.”

Confused, Mr. Foster ran to the reception window, only to find it closed. “Yes, B. What is—oh, it doesn’t matter, I need to find Mr. Holbrook.”

Bee licked her lips and stood up. “Sir?”

Mr. Foster slammed the desk and scrunched the paper in his hand. “Ugh, typical. Sandra’s never fucking here when I need her.”

“Sir?”

“I’m sorry, you shouldn’t have heard that, it’s just that—” he said, before bursting into tears. “Oh, shit.”

“What’s wrong, sir?”

Mr. Foster wiped a tear from his cheek and swallowed. “I just got a call about Penelope.”

“Who, sir?”

“Oh,” Mr. Foster said. “Mrs. Tan. The art teacher.”

Vicky managed to lift her head with suspicion. “What about her, sir?”

“She’s dead.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

Growl—grunt.

Fatima ran up main street, swiping and lashing out at the sickly pedestrians unlucky enough to be in her path.

She appeared to have grown in size; standing a clear twelve feet, she was no longer human. Her boots had busted open to reveal thick, dark hoof-like stumps.

“Where’s she going?” Big Six hollered. “You want me to shoot her?”

“What, in broad daylight?” Clive asked. “We’ll have every fucking cop from here to ancient Rome on our backs.”

Toe Tag took aim at the escaping monstrosity. “Fuck that. I’mma blow her fuckin’ asshole apart.”

Blam-blam-blam.

Scores of pedestrians screamed and dispersed in all directions as the gunman fired off the rounds.

Big Six fired at her, indiscriminately. “Eat lead, motherfucker—”

“—Groowwllll.”

The giant Fatima monster stomped forward, injured by one of the bullets that had caught her hind leg. She fell forward and planted her palms to the floor.

The back of her blouse ripped open, allowing a thick, ladder-like backbone to crunch out of her body.

Now on all fours, she galloped forward, barging random civilians of all shapes and sizes out of her path.

Grunt—grunt.

“Okay, McCord,” Big Six said.” You wanna tell me what the fuck is up, right here?”

Clive ran ahead of his two accomplices and yelled over his shoulder. “You’ll never believe me if I told you.”

“I think you’re right about that, motherfucker,” Toe Tag yelped as he fired off a couple of shots at the escaping beast.

Blam-blam-splatch.

The third bullet hit Fatima in the shoulder. The exit wound puked a torrent of thick, red goop up the sidewalk.

Squeal.

“Grunt, grunt,” Fatima sniffed and blew a plume of smoke out of her nostrils. She kicked her hind legs back, and prepared to gallop around the corner.

Clive skidded on his heels and held out his hands.

“Whoa, Fatima. Shit, calm the fuck down.”

He figured calming her down might work, despite the carnage and dead bodies littering the street from her rampage. 

“Easy… girl.”

Growl.

Fatima kicked back and threatened to launch herself at him. Big Six didn’t dare lower his gun, in case he needed to shoot her in the face. “Damn, McCord. What the fuck did you do to her?”

“I didn’t do anything,” he whispered, keeping the beast at bay. “I’m trying to save her from what’s inside her.”

Grunt—sniff—grunt.

Clive took a careful step towards the beast and offered her his hand. “Fatima?”

The monster didn’t react; instead, it kept up its threatening gaze at the man.

“Now, listen to me, Fatima. You’re not who you think you are. I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to the person inside of you.”

The monster wiggled its nose and tilted its head, curious as to what Clive had said. “Gweck.”

Clive circled the top of his head with his hand, indicating that his two friends should lower their firearms. “Famine?”

Grunt.

“Ohh, very clever, Famine,” Clive grinned. “You thought you could fool me. Nice choice, by the way. I’d never have thought you’d choose a black woman.”

The monster stomped its hooves to the floor in retaliation, rendering the scores of onlookers into utter petrification.

“Oh, no, no,” Clive said. “It doesn’t matter if you run. I’m going to find you. You can fuck off to Tibet, and my clan will hunt you down. Don’t you dare make another move.”

The monstrosity snorted and grimaced, unhappy with what it heard.

“Don’t believe me?” Clive asked. “Here, I want to show you something. To prove to you that really I am who I say I am.”

Clive rolled down his left sleeve and revealed the white and red butterfly tattooed on his wrist. He pointed to the first. “I’ve been lining you up. I caught Disease this morning, and then War a couple hours later.”

The monster barged forward on its haunches with the intention of smashing Clive to the ground, but he hopped out of the way, leaving her to twist around in anger.

He taunted her even further. “Now, after all these years, I have you. Like lambs to the slaughter, Famine. Lambs. Now, just lie down and let me in. It’s over.”

Huff-huff.

Fatima, who now resembled a giant fusion of horse and elephant with tusks, stomped around on the spot as Clive circled her.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Where did you think you were headed to, anyway?”

The beast grunted to her left. At the far end of the road lay Waddling Gate Food Bank at the town hall.

“Why there?” Clive asked, before putting two and two together. “Ohhhh. I get it, now. Famine wants to make sure the poor don’t get their food, huh? Very original.”

Grunt.

“What? You think you can do what Penelope did, and make everyone sick, huh? I guess now Wayne’s dead, everyone’s going to start fighting each other?”

Grunt—scowl.

Clive didn’t flinch as the monster threatened to pounce back. Big Six and Toe Tag stood, ready to fire, but watched with all the others as Clive braved a perilously close proximity to the thing that used to be Fatima.

“Look at me,” he said.

To his surprise, the creature obliged but kept its mouth sealed

“Ahhh, no, no, I don’t want any bullshit from now on. I’ve got you. Open your mouth. Don’t make me do it myself.”

Fatima whined and shuffled on her legs, lowering her ass to the ground. Big Six, Toe Tag, and the pedestrians could hardly believe what they were seeing—a grown man taming a hideous monster into submission.

“I hereby bequeath myself to you, Dr. McCord. You caught me. Now, you may return me.”

Yawn.

The beast opened its mouth and extended its tongue, much to Clive’s happiness.

“Good girl. I’m coming in.”

Clive carefully placed his knees on the carpet-like tongue and crawled into the darkness that was Fatima’s mouth.

Schwump.

 

A thoroughly bemused audience crept closer to the monster as it nestled on the concrete.

Nothing appeared to be happening inside it.

“What happens now?” Toe Tag asked.

Big Six shook his head and slid his gun into his belt. “I dunno. I think we better get outta here and ditch the corpse before anyone notices he’s gone.”

“Where we gonna dump it?”

“Three Springs. They got a river there.”

Toe Tag pointed at the monster as he moved back. “What about McCord?”

“Man, fuck McCord,” Big Six said. “We’re seein’ him Sunday night for the ceremony, anyway. But this? This is some straight-up white people shit I don’t want no involvement with. Let’s ghost, man.”

The pair weaved through the startled onlookers and ran away from the scene at speed.

Grunt-grunt.

The sleeping, black behemoth settled in the middle of the road. Its chest heaved in and out, having long-since consumed Clive McCord.

Nobody dared move.

“What the hell is it?” asked a young woman.

A man in his forties stepped through the crowd. Pale-skinned and gaunt, he stood out from the crowd on account of the two-foot-tall wooden puppet dressed in a tuxedo in his arm.

“That’s Clive McCord,” the man said. “He’s fucked in the head.”

The puppet’s head turned up at the man and chattered its jaw up and down. “Not as fucked in the head as you are, Cleverley.”

“Shut up,” the man said, as both turned back to the monster.

Just then, the monster appeared to dry up in the sunlight. The scaly skin turned to small slabs of stone, with a pure orange glow beaming within the cracks.

Clive’s voice moaned from inside the monster. “Unngghhh.”

A gust of wind rushed past the onlookers and the creature, forcing the frame of the latter to flake apart and float into the air. Each microcosm of dirt and ash drifted around like a flurry of insects, most of which dissipated into thin air.

Those that didn’t, flew around like midges and ants, and into the ears, nostrils, and mouths of those who watched on.

The man with the puppet in his arms pricked his ears up as he saw a young boy puke into the gutter.

“What the hell—?”

Blooarrggghhh.

A father dashed away from his family, slammed his knees onto the road, and projectile-vomited onto the hood of his vehicle.

Bzzzzz.

A woman with brunette hair stumbled against a store doorway and clutched her stomach. “I don’t feel too good. I think I’m g-g-onna be s-sick—”

Bwwarrghhh.

Vomit blasted out of her nostrils just before her forehead burst through the skin. “Ugh, my head. It’s full of th-thunderr-errr—”

“—Gwwaarrr,” came a vocal eruption from where the beast once stood.

A bare naked Clive McCord knelt on the road with his head hung low. Suddenly, he tilted his head up to the sky and let the fury of the sun lash against his face. “Aggghhhh.”

Clive rose to his feet in front of the stunned pedestrians. He held out his arms to the ball of fire in the sky and thrust his hips forward.

“Not long to go, now.”

Blink-blink.

Clive opened his eyes and turned around to see everyone staring at him in shock. Every single part of his unclothed body was on full display, but he didn’t seem to care.

Then, he recognized the man with the puppet and smiled.

“Hey, Lester.”

“Dr. McCord?”

Clive wiped his nose and flung the phlegm to the floor as he approached Lester.

“See you in thirty minutes?”

Confused, Lester didn’t want to correct his bare naked, crazy therapist. “Um, yeah? Have you been drinking, again?”

“Oh, no. This is much, much worse.”

Everyone turned to watch the naked man tread his bare soles into the black soot on the ground, and make his way back to the office.

Then, everyone turned to each other, wondering if they were in purgatory—or had just gone mad.

Clive scanned his left wrists and chuckled to himself. “I got you.”

A third, black butterfly took proud position underneath the first two. He wiped the mucus from them, flung it to the ground, and walked away from dead, dying, and terrified citizens of Chrome Valley.

 

***

 

A feeling of nirvana seeped into Clive’s arms. His esophagus flapped back and forth as he breathed, which produced a tickling sensation in the back of his throat.

Snore.

A familiar male voice echoed in Clive’s ear tunnels and threatened to break the feeling of tranquility. “Dr. McCord? Can you hear me?”

“Huh?”

Clive opened his eyes and double-took. He grabbed the armrests on his leather chair and wondered where he was. “I’m—I’m sorry?”

“Call me pessimistic, but I think you fell asleep on me.”

Clive checked out his surroundings.

The window overlooking the parking lot was still open and allowing a cool breeze to cool the room.

Clive’s desk was in perfect shape, as was the laptop and coffee mug filled with pencils sitting on it.

The door to the room was shut, and his psychiatrist certificate hung on the wall, untouched.

The man sitting opposite him was named Lester Cleverley, and appeared to be beyond frustrated. He crossed one leg over the other and folded his arms in a huff.

Clive cleared his throat and wiped his eyes. “Oh, God. I am so sorry, Lester.”

“I’m sorry, but I need to address the elephant in the room,” Lester said.

“What? Elephant?”

Lester lifted his head at Clive’s bare thighs. “Why are you naked?”

“What?”

“Is this some radical new therapy us normal people don’t understand?”

Confused, Clive checked out his stomach and arms and was taken aback by his own skin. “Oh, shit.”

Clive McCord was naked as the day he was born, for sure.

Not a single item of clothing on his body. The butterfly tattoos on his wrist were in danger of being seen, and so he concealed them by placing them over his groin.

How did this happen? Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Clive needed an excuse, and quick. Not only had he not heard a damn word Lester had said, but the small matter of his nudity needed an explanation, too.

So he did what any professional would have done in this bizarre circumstance.

He lied.

“Lester, why do you think I’ve decided to conduct this session in the nude?”

“I honestly don’t know, Dr. McCord.”

As Clive spoke, even he started to believe his own bullshit. “You mentioned the dreams you’ve been having. When you wake up, you find some semblance of proceedings, some physical manifestation, makes itself known?”

“Yes, Dr. McCord.”

Clive jumped onto something Lester had revealed, along with those many others, in the past. “That classic dream where you’re in school and about to take an exam, but you’re only in your underwear? Or sometimes you’re naked. Am I right?”

“Yes.”

Clive felt he had little choice but to open his body up for full inspecting. He moved his hand away from his groin and revealed his penis.

“It’s uncomfortable, I know. But get used to it. I know you struggle with your sexuality. That’s clear from the remarks you think you’re getting from your puppet. But you have to know that I’m only doing this to put you at ease.”

Lester averted his eyes to the man’s groin and felt a deadening sense of inferiority bite at his arteries.

“Next you’ll be telling me I want to sleep with my own mother.”

Clive chortled at the suggestion. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Why not? Don’t all you shrinks eventually get around to suggesting weird shit like that?”

The two men stared at each other.

“No,” Clive said. “We don’t. And we don’t usually conduct sessions in the nude, either, unless we feel it benefits the patient.”

Lester shuffled in his seat and scratched his chin. “Can I ask you something, Dr. McCord?”

“Certainly.”

“Do you think I’m fucking stupid?”

Shit. Cleverley hasn’t bought the nudity thing. Fuckety-fuck-fuck. He’s busted me. Think of something, quickly.

Clive kept a brave face and took the challenge head on. Deep inside he’d have been quaking in his boots if he had been wearing any.

“No. Why?”

“I may be on Biodiazepam and have acute personality disorder, but I can assure you that none of my other personalities are as fucking dumb as you think they are.”

“Believe me, nobody is as dumb as you think you are.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’m not suggesting for a moment that you’re stupid, Lester. Why would I say that? If anything, it takes a certain amount of mental prowess to be able to function as you do. I don’t have multiple personalities. Several patients of mine are schizophrenic and have those issues, and, believe it or not, some of theirs are stupid. But not you.”

“You’re trying to confuse me,” Lester said.”I think I’ve had enough of—”

“—Tell me about the Biodiazepam, Lester,” Clive said, quickly changing the train of conversation. “Have you been taking them as directed?”

Lester was well and truly busted, judging by the look on his face. Clive knew the man struggled whenever he had to lie. It was one of this particular patient’s disadvantages; always too honest, to the degree that it got him into trouble.

“You’ve not been taking your meds, have you?”

“No. No, I haven’t.”

Ha. I got you now, you sanctimonious prick.

“But you have been injecting that Prizm shit in your bloodstream every day, haven’t you?”

Close to tears, Lester nodded. “Yes.”

“And you wonder why you still have problems? You wonder why you think your puppet is talking to you and telling you to do bad things.”

Lester cried through his outright confession. “Butterfly is all I have, Dr. McCord. It’s the reason I made her because everyone wanted to abandon me…”

His voice trailed off into a warbled noise in Clive’s mind, only to be replaced by his own inner monologue.

Ohh, for Christ’s sake, he’s talking about that fucking puppet again. What’s her name? Butterfly? Oh, shit, speaking of which…

Clive covered the butterfly tattoos on his wrist with his other hand.

Fuck. That was close. The last thing I need is for him to think I’m mocking him. Poor fucker. Look at him, crying his eyes out. I swear to God I will never complain about my family life ever again.

“… so, I take comfort from that,” Lester finished, before turning to Clive for some kind of concurrence. “I hope that made sense?”

Relieved that he didn’t have to expound on Lester’s story, Clive offered a sympathetic smile. “Yes, Lester. It makes perfect sense.”

I have literally no idea what you just said, but keep talking.

“I’ve been having dark thoughts, Dr. McCord. I know you know that already, but they’re getting so potent, now. To the point where I can’t fight them off for much longer.”

By this point, Clive felt that his nudity had added an angle to proceedings that was beneficial for his patient.

“Tell me about dark thoughts, Lester.”

“My daughter, Samantha. Ugh. She’s so smart. Smarter than I ever was. She’s very creative. I know fathers talk about their children as if they’re special, but Samantha truly is. She’s not like the others. She’s genuinely unique.”

“Tell me about… unique. Lester.”

Clive caught Lester taking a sneak peek at the relic on his desk. “Umm. I found a drawing she did of that statue. Back in the day. You know, the one without the head. Venus something.”

“Oh, yes? The Roman goddess?”

“Yes, that’s the one. There’s an under tens competition at the Priestley Center and—well, I entered her drawing into the competition.”

Lester struggled to tear his eyes away from the relic.

“What is that thing on your desk, anyway?”

Clive smirked and pressed his hands together. “What do you think it is, Lester?”

“I don’t know. Some kind of artifact?”

“It’s actually an heirloom,” Clive said. “Passed down to me from literally hundreds of generations. I consider it a sort of good luck charm, if you will.”

Lester raised his eyebrows. “Like protection? I get a very weird vibe from it.”

“If something were to happen to it, it could bring bad luck to everyone I know.”

“Well, shit,” Lester said, concerned. “Shouldn’t you keep it in a drawer, or something?”

“Nah. No need.”

Lester glanced at the relic once again and cleared his throat. “I guess not much damage can come to it in this room.” 

“Exactly,” Clive chuckled. “I guess it is a bit like protection, now that you mention it. My mother gave it to me. She says it kills the bad things inside us. Keeps the demons away.”

Satisfied with the explanation, Lester leaned back in his seat, ready to reveal all. “I wish I could keep Sam’s stepfather away from her.”

“How do you mean?”

“The man’s a prick. A walking, talking abuse machine designed to kill. I know he’s hitting Manny, Sam’s mother. She has three parents, what with me and her new stepfather, and none of us are great role models. Am I a prick for saying that?”

“It depends on if it’s true or not.”

“It’s gotten to the point where I’m having to sneak her out of the house just so I can be with her,” Lester recalled. “I took her to Belch Park a few weeks ago. She climbed out of her bedroom window and we spent the whole day riding roller coasters. Manny and her new husband never even knew she’d left the house.”

Curious, Clive probed Lester for the truth. “That’s a bit risky, isn’t it?”

“If you’re talking about risks to my mental health, then yes. It’s a no-brainer. Whenever I’m with her, the demons just shut the fuck up and disappear. She’s the light of my life.”

Jesus, now he’s starting to sound like he wants to have a love affair with his own kid.

“But, ugh, it doesn’t matter anymore. Not for much longer, anyway.”

What’s he going on about now? He’s not going to tell me he’s going to take his own life, is he?

“I’m thinking about ending it all, Dr. McCord. I’ve tried to fight it off, but—”

“—Lester?”

The man looked up from his knees with a look of dread on his face. “What?”

“Stop that shit right now.”

“Huh?”

“Avoid entertaining any notion of suicide. Think of your daughter for once. Just for a moment.”

“I am, Dr. McCord. I’m thinking maybe it would be better if I wasn’t around.”

“Look, if she’s making an effort to be with you, then surely there’s a desire to connect. If you weren’t around any longer, how do you think that would impact her life? Hmm? What message would it send?”

“She’d be crushed.”

“I think you’re right, Lester.”

“I think? Oh, I don’t know anymore.”

“She would be crushed, Lester.”

Yeah, and I’d lose a patient and the taxpayer’s funding used to put you on that fucking seat. You’re going nowhere, my friend.

Clive folded his arms and threw his patient a stone cold stare of viciousness. “Did you hear what I just said?”

“Yeah. I heard you.”

The very lifeblood in Lester drained down to his legs, seeped out through his toenails, and caked into the carpet.

“You know,” Clive chanced. “Some people say they can cheat death. But nobody ever talks about killing it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lester asked, puzzled beyond belief.

You have no idea what’s coming, do you? Enough with the sob stories. You’re going to find out soon enough. Let’s see how strong you really are, asshole.

“What do you mean I’m going to find out soon enough?”

Clive squinted at the man. “Did you hear that, just now?”

“Yeah, you said enough with the sob stories,” Lester said. “Didn’t you?”

Clive squeezed his eyes shut and exclaimed. “Ugh, get out. Get out. Block.”

He ran his hands over his head in front of the anxiety-riddled Lester.

“Ohhhh. Never mind that. So, here’s what you’re going to do,” Clive snapped. “You’re gonna be there at this competition at the art center on Sunday, okay? And you’re going to play cheerleader for Samantha.”

“I’ll be there—”

“—Good, and if you want, I can be there with you, too.”

“I’ll be there one way or another.”

Clive didn’t like the way Lester had said what he just said. “What do you mean one way or another?”

“Uh-huh.”

Much to Clive’s surprise, Lester rose from his seat and swiped his jacket from the back of the chair. “I’m going, now. I want to get to the school to pick her up before her stepfather does. I need to see her.”

 

Clive knew that not all was well with Lester Cleverley. It had something to do with his manner, and those strange ticks in his right shoulder that forced his head to swing like a pendulum every so often.

Now fully-clothed, Clive followed Lester down the stairs. The latter waved politely at Gail behind the reception desk.

“Hi.”

She offered the man a cute smile as she took her call. “Good morning, this is Gail at Octopus Eight, how may I direct your call?”

Just another shrug-off from a pretty young girl, Lester thought, as he exited the building.

“See you, Lester,” Clive said. “Sooner rather than later.”

Gail returned to her phone call. “Oh, hey, Jade. It’s you. Yeah, it’s okay. Just some nut case visiting Clive.”

She giggled at the response on the phone and wound the telephone cord around her index finger.

“God, no. He’s skinny and old, like in his forties, or something.”

Clive knocked against the reception desk with his knuckles.

“Gail?”

She jumped in her shoes and slammed the phone down, utterly busted. “Oh, Dr. McCord—”

“—Call me Clive,” he said, pleased his unannounced arrival scared her into pretending to be busy at work. “I don’t pay you to chat to your buddies on the phone, do I?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

Clive backed up and offered her a smile. “Can you run up the invoices for yesterday and have them sent out?”

“Sure thing.”

“Good,” he said, and made his way back to the staircase. “They’re not nut jobs, Gail. They just need help.”

She did her best to downplay her prejudiced statement. “I know, I was just kidding.”

“And men in their forties aren’t old, either. They’re just mature.”

She giggled, knowingly, as she typed on the computer. “Yeah, I know. Not all old guys are nasty.”

Clive stopped in his tracks and felt a wave of bravery beam around his chest. He turned back to the reception area and snapped his fingers, inadvertently startling the girl for a second time.

“Jesus, stop doing that,” she said, half out of her skin with fright.

Clive ran his hands through his hair and played up the charm. “What are you doing after work?”

Gail made a point of playing up the theatrics as she wondered to herself out loud.

“Nothing planned, I don’t think. Why?”

“I need to pick Bee up from her new school, but when I get back maybe we can clock off early and go and get drunk?”

“Are you asking me out on a date?”

“It’s my birthday tomorrow. So, you know, my treat.”

Gail exploded with laughter. So evil was the merriment, Clive hoped the idea wasn’t as bonkers as it must have sounded.

“Sure, why not,” she said. “Good-looking silver fox like you?”

“Silver fox?”

“Yeah, that’s what me and my friends—” she said, before deciding to stop her sentence.

“Your friends?”

Gail returned to the screen and cleared her throat. “Forget what I said. Happy birthday, by the way.”

Well, fuck, Gail. If you want to invite your friends as well, maybe I can fuck all of you at the same time. The apocalypse is coming, after all, and we may as well go out with a bang.

Gail caught Clive staring at her blouse and neck. “Dr. McCord?”

Beep-beep.

The cell phone in his pocket vibrated, pushing closer to his crotch and snapping him out of his daydream. He slipped his hands into his jeans and retrieved the device. “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Clive.”

“Clive. Go pick up your kid. The rest of your schedule is clear for today.” 

“Okay.”

Clive swiped the screen on his phone and found a new message waiting for him.

By the time he reached the top of the stairs, he’d read the message five times in succession. His face fell to his feet, as did his heart, when he scanned the message again.

From an unknown number, it simply read:

 

I know what you did.

Watch your back.

I’m coming for you.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

Chrome Junction Academy

~Chrome Valley West~

 

Bee doodled on a piece of paper with her pencil.

An empty seat lay beside hers. Vicky wasn’t in class now, having been sent home by the nurse.

The teacher, a surly-looking Mr. Bloom, approached the white board at the front of the class. He knocked his sharpie pen on it to catch the kids’ attention.

“Okay, everyone. Get your speeches ready, please.”

The thirty-strong army of kids sat up straight and readied themselves as they re-read the thick, black handwriting on the board:

 

I Am A Famous Person From History.

 

Mr. Bloom had some bad news for the class. “Before we start, I need to let you know that Mrs. Tan’s art classes from next week will be taken by Mr. Pond.”

The children slumped in their chairs and started complaining. “Awwww.”

A young boy with a bandage wrapped around his head put his arm in the air.

“Yes, Henry Williams?”

“What happened to Mrs. Tan, sir?” Henry asked.

“She’s been taken ill, Henry. That’s all I know. So, if you have any homework due, please use the school portal to email it to Mr. Pond for grading.”

Mr. Bloom allowed the children to finish up their hushed conversations, and then returned to the board. “Okay, everyone. Back on track, please.”

He placed the pen on his desk and prepared to spin it. “So, let’s see where the pen lands. Whomever it lands on will go up first.”

Spin.

The two ends circled around, producing a bizarre hypnotic fading effect which mesmerized the students—all except for Bee, who continued to doodle on her paper.

The pen rolled to a halt with the lid pointing to a fat boy named Bartosz.

“Aha,” Mr. Bloom said. “Bartosz Nowak. You’re up.”

“Aww, but sir.”

“No buts, big boy. Up you get. You have five minutes on your topic, and remember, this is a S.T.A.R.C.A.T preliminary grade.”

“Huh?”

Mr. Bloom frowned and shifted into sarcasm mode. “Haven’t you learned anything during your time, here?”

Bartosz blinked, thinking it was a trick question. “Umm.”

“Henry?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Tell our fat, Polish friend, here, what S.T.A.R.C.A.T stands for.”

Henry stood up, eager to show off his knowledge. “Standardization, Testing, and Classification for Children and Teachers, sir.”

The rest of the kids mocked Henry for his knowledge. “Ooooooooh.”

“Shut the hell up,” Mr. Bloom said, before returning to Bartosz. “It’s an important grade, young man. Okay, up you go.”

The flustered Bartosz approached the front of the classroom and looked at the board. He scanned the tattered set of notes in his hand and tried to make sense of them. “Umm.”

Henry Williams giggled evilly at the kid and poked out his tongue.

“Shut up,” Bartosz said.

“Come on,” Mr. Bloom. “We have a lot of speeches to get through. Let’s start.”

Bartosz cleared his throat and, full of nerves, read from his paper.

“I am a famous person from history,” he started. “My name is Alexander Manning. I am the CEO of Manning Inc., which makes artificial intelligences for rich business people and companies who need robots to replace human beings because they are too expensive to hire as staff members.”

Each and every child watched on as the fat kid struggled to interpret his own handwriting.

“My company is on the Fortune Fifty, and worth over sixteen billion—million in stocks and shares.”

Mr. Bloom struggled with what he was hearing. “Bartosz?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Did you just print off all that from Wikipedia?”

As Bartosz withheld the truth, Bee saw her opportunity to peek inside the fat boy’s bag. Several baggies of candy lined the top.

“Huh. Who’s been a bad boy, then?” she mouthed as she clapped eyes on a bullet-shaped capsule resting atop a chocolate bar.

Bartosz finally answered the teacher. “Yes, sir.”

“That’s not good enough,” Mr. Bloom said. “Do you even know what you’re talking about?”

Bee snuck the Prizm capsule and dropped it into the breast pocket on her shirt.

“No, sir,” he said. “I don’t understand why we have to do this.”

“You have to do this because it’s part of the curriculum. Research, boy. Use a bit of intellect.”

The exchange faded into a blend of voices as Bee returned to her sketch—a hooded man in a long cloak, holding a scythe.

Bee whispered as she drew, adjusting her voice so low that nobody could hear her. “Bequeath yourself to me, so I may catch you and return you.”

The tip of her pencil produced two, light curves on his hood which formed a pair of horns.

“Psst.”

Bee felt someone’s knee knock against her own from the desk to the right. She turned over her shoulder to see Henry attempting to catch her attention.

“What?”

Henry nodded at the sketch. “That’s pretty good. What is it?”

“Oh, nothing.”

“I saw you going through Bartosz’s bag, you know.”

Perplexed, Bee fought off the accusation. “What are you talking about, invisible man?”

Before the bandaged Henry had the chance to tell her what he’d seen, an almighty voice blasted between and scared both Bee and Henry stiff.

“Beryl Tuft McCord and Henry Williams?” Mr. Bloom fumed.

Both turned to him with an innocent look. “Yes, sir?”

“If you have something important to say, then why not share it with the rest of the class?”

Henry backed off and shook his head, praying that his bandage might act as an invisibility cloak and rescue him from a telling-off.

Conversely, Bee held her head up high, and stared the man in his stupid, ugly face. “Sir?”

“What were you and Henry talking about?”

Bee held up her skillful rendition of the grim reaper for all to see. “He was inquiring about my picture.”

The kids were astonished at just how good the picture was. Every detail meticulously attended to, and done in the space of five minutes.

“What is that?” Mr. Bloom asked.

“It’s death, sir,” Bee explained. “It’s coming for us. Coming for you. Coming for us all.”

“I see. How very existential of you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Each and every jaw dropped in wonderment at the revelation, but Mr. Bloom wasn’t having any of her nonsense. He pointed at the frustrated Bartosz at the front of the class and kept his eyes on Bee. “See that fat waste of space, over there?”

“Yes, sir?”

“I think he’s going to have to re-do his presentation,” Mr. Bloom said. “And, seeing as how you’re so well prepared for your own presentation, why don’t you take his place?”

“But, sir, this is my first day?”

“Everyone else has had a day to prepare and wasted it,” Mr. Bloom fumed. “Why don’t you go on up and see what happens?”

Much to everyone’s surprise, Bee rose from her chair and kept her eyes on Mr. Bloom’s. “Sure, sir. Why not.”

The girl’s creepy manner wasn’t lost on any human being in the room. Bee had a way about her that seemed to transcend adolescence, and Mr. Bloom knew it.

“Good girl.”

Full of confidence, Bee smirked at each of the children as she glided through the grid of tables and chairs. She lifted her sketch in front of her head and pinned it to the white board.

Then, she spun around on the spot with a determined look on her face to a captivated audience.

 

“I am a famous person from history,” Bee started. “Some call me Venus. Some call me Aphrodite. Some call me the Goddess of love, beauty, pleasure, passion, and procreation.”

Mr. Bloom knew he’d met his match by the confidence on display. “Hmm.”

“I am of Roman mythology,” Bee continued. “My lover is Zeus, God of thunder. Consigned to history as a victim.”

Much to everyone’s surprise, Bee wasn’t screwing up. Mr. Bloom leaned forward, fascinated with his new student’s oratorical prowess.

“I am, conversely, alive and well and living among you.”

As she spoke, many of the boys seemed to fall in love with her. A girl of exquisite beauty, intellect, and grace, that reduced even Mr. Bloom to a worried wreck.

“I am chasing evil, and have been for the past thirteen hundred years,” she continued to the astonished class. “I have been pursuing disease, famine, war, and death throughout the ages. A journey that has taken me all this time to catch them. And, now, that day is finally upon us.”

The kids watched on, enraptured by the new girl’s research and ability to communicate.

“Generation after generation, I have traveled through my ancestors. Born, lived, and died. Rinse, wash, and repeat. Born every seventy years to live another life in the hunt for the bad in our world. Thirteen and a half years ago, I gave birth to my son, and entered his body, so I could pursue each of our four equine enemies. After centuries of birth and rebirth, we have located them, and are preparing to collect.”

Many of those in the class failed to notice that she had stopped reading from her paper, and was simply reciting something she’d known for a long, long time.

“I may look like a teenager, but I am much older. When my son captures each of the enemy, he will grow younger to return to me. One year for every hour, so that he and I can banish the ills of our existence to hell forever. We began the journey in the year of our Lord seven-hundred-and-six.

An ocean of blinking eyes underscored the phenomenon. Nobody dared ask a question. Instead, everyone simply stared at the girl at the white board.

“Thank you for listening to my speech.”

Mr. Bloom had to break the rapture fast, and thought of a question. “Bee?”

“Yes, sir?” she asked, coquettishly.

“You do remember that this speech has to be based on a real person, and real events, right?”

“Yes, I gathered that, sir.”

“It’s not a fictitious piece of work, although that was very creative. There’s no doubt about that.”

“Oh, but it is real. Sir.”

“But-but—” he struggled with his questioning. “Hang on. Has this got anything to do with people becoming sick?”

“Yes, sir. It has everything to do with it.”

Bee spoke in such a determined and informed way that it frightened the students in their chairs.

“Her name is pestilence, sir. She’s a really evil bitch.”

The kids chuckled at the b-word, which diverted them away from the sincerity of Bee’s answer.

“I mean, if it’s brevity you want, I think I did a good enough job?” Bee asked.

Mr. Bloom couldn’t argue with the girl. “Okay, good job. I think that deserves an A plus. Not bad for a new kid. I pity the poor guy who’s up next, I have to say. ”

Bee’s grin of satisfaction was difficult to ignore. “Yes, sir.”

 

***

 

Clive pulled up his blue SUV in the waiting area outside the school. Dozens of cars lined the sidewalk with their engines running, coughing fumes into the perfect, clear blue sky.

He glanced at the iron gates and saw the first shuffle of children running in his direction. One of the children, a young mixed-raced girl, ran ahead of the others and made her way to a battered, gray Ford.

“Lester?” Clive muttered. “You sneaky sonofabitch.”

Sure enough, a pensive Lester stepped out of the vehicle and greeted the young girl. They were several feet away from Clive, who couldn’t quite hear what was being said.

Talk was cheap, he felt, and Lester and his daughter’s behavior seemed to be suspect. The former kept an eye out for anyone who might be watching.

Clive returned to his cell phone and read the spurious message he’d received. Something about knowing what he’d done, whatever that meant. He braved the green circle at the bottom of the screen and started the call to the unknown number.

Boop-boop-boop.

“The caller has hung up. Please try again later,” came the friendly female automated response.

Clive fumed and re-read the message. “For fuck’s sake.”

Just then, his phone buzzed to life—someone was calling and, without realizing it, Clive slid his thumb up the screen and answered.

“Hello?”

A stern-sounding voice flew out of the phone’s speaker. “Ah. May I speak to Dr. McCord, please?”

“Yes? Speaking.”

“Oh. Hello, doctor. This is Principal Foster from Chrome Junction Academy.”

Suspicious, Clive felt his body warm up by several degrees. “Yes?”

“I hope you don’t mind me calling you at this time, but one of our staff members gave me your contact details a few days ago.”

“Oh. Can I ask who?”

“Mrs. Penelope Tan.”

Both men went quiet at the mention of her name. “Yes.”

“Yes.”

“I was sorry to hear about her passing,” Clive said. “I hope the students aren’t too upset about the news.”

“The students haven’t been told,” Mr. Foster said. “And we intend to keep it that way.”

“Of course. I understand.”

“Anyway, I’m calling about a different matter. Regarding some counseling for one of our more, shall we say, challenging students.”

Clive wound the window down and let in some fresh, cool air. The sheer volume of students making their way onto the main road flooded around his car like a swarm of locusts.

Clive scanned the screen on his phone, read the message again, and pressed it to his ear. “Sorry, can I just ask. Did you send me a message about an hour ago?”

“What?” Principal Foster asked. “What message?”

Clive sighed, knowing full well that the head of a school wouldn’t have sent such a cryptic and nasty message to a stranger. “Nothing.”

“I’ll keep this brief if I may, Dr. McCord,” Foster continued. “Our student liaison department, which includes our regular counselor, has taken a bit of a funding hit. We’re having to look to outside sources for some of our special educational needs learners.”

A seventeen-year-old boy dressed in combat fatigues traipsed past Clive’s window and glanced his way. The boy was alone, and seemed extremely out of place against the others.

Clive tried to ignore the boy as he spoke. “Yes, I do some pro bono work with schools. I may have something in my calendar.”

“Oh, good.”

The teenage loner scanned the front of the school building and pointed at the two CCTV cameras.

“The student’s name is Daryl Kelly. One of our high school intake.”

“Okay,” Clive said.”

“I’ll have my secretary send over his details. If you could get back to me, that would be terrific.”

“Yes, of course. Listen, Kelly is a bit of a weird case, if that’s not too politically incorrect a term?”

Clive chuckled and watched the teenager make a gun with his fingers—index and middle, with the thumb acting as a hammer, “No, that’s quite all right.”

The kid pointed his ‘gun’ at Clive and threatened to shoot him.

“Jesus Christ,” Clive muttered. “What a weirdo.”

The kid turned the gun to his own temple and pressed his thumb down. He’d enacted a peculiar faux-suicide sentiment that perturbed Clive and caught him off guard.

“Dr. McCord?”

Clive double-took as the teenager grinned and walked off. “Oh, yes—”

Thud-thud-thud.

A small hand knocked on the window, scaring Clive out of his skin. “Fuck.”

“Dr. McCord? Is everything okay?”

The hand belonged to Bee, who chuckled heartily at having scared her father. Clive watched as she walked around the hood of the car and opened the passenger seat. “Heya. Who you talking to?”

Clive shooed her away and returned to the call. “Okay, that’s great, Mr. Foster. I’ll have my secretary, Gail, get the file over to me and then I’ll get back to you.”

“That’s wonderful. Have a great weekend.”

“Yes, you too.”

Clive cut the call off and chucked his phone onto the dashboard. “Ugh. What am I doing?”

Bee fastened her seat belt and threw Clive a sly glance. “The fuck’s up with you, anyway?”

“No point in taking new clients on. Not now.”

“Who was that on the phone?”

“Your new principal,” Clive explained. “Word’s gotten around that I’m some kinda Sigmund Freud in the valley.”

Bee chuckled, knowingly. “Yeah, right. Sigmund Fraud, maybe.”

Clive leaned on the steering wheel and focused on the combat geared-teenager walk into the trees. “I swear to God I’m going fucking insane, Bee.”

The girl watched with her father as the strange boy disappeared into the forestry at the side of the school gates. “You see that boy?”

“Yeah. He just threatened to shoot me.”

“He’s weird,” Bee said. “Saw him several times, today, just standing around and looking at the school. Like he was checking for escape routes and stuff.”

Clive started the engine and pushed the stick shift into drive. “Well, it’s better than getting up to no good, right?”

Bee’s attention was drawn to Lester and Samantha at the side of the road as they drove past. “Hey, I know him.”

“Yeah, that’s Lester.”

“Who’s that guy he’s talking to?”

Clive turned from the driver’s window to the wing mirror, as Lester tried to placate an angry black man.

“That man is going to hit him,” Bee said.

Clive turned back to the road ahead. “He’s got this nasty habit of kidnapping his daughter. Must be the kid’s step-father. He’s a real prick, according to Lester.”

“Yeah, well he would say that about his wife’s new fuck buddy, wouldn’t he?”

“I guess.”

Bee looked at her father and gripped the sides of her seat.

“He has a fucked-up looking black mama puppet in the back of his car, too.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right.”

 

***

 

The road heaved with large vehicles during the school run. The regular build-up of traffic meant that getting back to the Freeway Five Estate took twice as long as usual.

Bee enjoyed the view of the valley against the sun. The tower blocks and buildings formed an unusual shadow that blanketed sections of the road.

“So, how was your first day?” Clive asked.

“My only day, hopefully.”

“Whatever. How was it?

“Meh.”

“Meh?”

“Yeah,” Bee said. “Honestly, the school system has changed so much over the decades. It’s unreal.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“Hey, you remember back in the seventies? When I was Mary, just before she gave birth to Bee?”

“Oh, yes. Mary was quite pretty. I think you looked best when you were her.”

“Anyway,” Bee continued. “That hot summer of 1976. I remember homework was at least two-thousand words long every night. And we’d get it done for fear of reprisal. Our teachers marked us on grammar, register, and syntax, and our ability to put forward a cogent argument.”

Clive squinted at her, wondering what the hell she was talking about. “Right?”

“And now? We get graded on writing our own fucking names at the top of the paper. It’s pathetic.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, son. At this rate, by the year 2030, the only exam you’ll need to take to go to a decent college will be to find the fucking building.”

Clive tried not to burst into laughter. “Jesus Christ.”

“I’m so glad we won’t be around to see that shit go down,” Bee growled. “Take tonight, for example. Our homework is to draw sketches, like we’re fucking idiots or something. Man, the Gen-Z’ers. Aptly named, if nothing else. Z is the grade they’ll get because they’re so dumb. Even measured against kids from twenty tears ago.”

Clive absorbed the information and felt he couldn’t challenge it in the slightest.

“It’s the way of things, Bee. Students, my patients, basically everybody. Each year, the nation’s I.Q. slips half a point. It’s little wonder we’re all suffering mentally if we can’t even grasp the basics of humanity and how to live.”

“Honestly, my time was better spent plucking my own pubic hairs with a tweezer than being at school today.”

“Okay, that’s just unnecessary.”

Bee quickly changed the topic and made air quotes with her fingers. “How was work?”

“Ha.”

“Please tell me you caught what we’ve spent decades, if not centuries, lining up for the kill.”

Clive wasted no time in rolling his shirt sleeve down and showing her the three tattoos on his wrist. “White, red, and black.”

“What?” Bee snapped. “Where’s the fucking last one? Where’s green?”

“I dunno. I’ve looked, but I can’t locate him. Every time I think I have it, it turns out to be a regular nut case who doesn’t know shit.”

Bee screamed with anger. “Well fuck me.”

“What?”

“We’re one short? Damn it. I am so glad I summoned the prick. Been waiting thirteen-fucking-hundred years to do it.”

“You drew it? Why?”

Bee took a deep breath and ran her fingers through her hair. “Because summoning the fucker will work, and I can’t trust you to find your own dick in your pants, let alone the grim reaper.”

“What did you do with the sketch?”

“I left it in the mail room at the school,” Bee explained. “Sent it in to some stupid competition.”

“Why?”

“I had no choice,” she said. “I couldn’t bin it, or set it on fire, could I? That’ll unleash a whole load of fucking trouble.”

“Oh.”

“Fuck it. Let the fag art gallery take care of it.”

Clive lifted his foot off the gas as the density of vehicles on the road thickened. “Don’t worry. That’s the thing about the last one, right? It finds us. Not the other way around.”

“I sincerely hope you’re right.”

Bee pursed her lips and took the opportunity to check her reflection out in the passenger window.

“I turned out okay, right? Not bad for a chick in her mid-seventies.”

“You stopped getting older when I showed up,” Clive said. “Of course you look good for your age.”

Bee winked at Clive and blew him a kiss. “Not too bad yourself, Dad.”

“That’s just gross.”

Bee snorted, cheekily, and bopped him on the shoulder. “You know, a lot of the boys in my classes are checking me out.”

“Yeah, I bet they are. All that pent-up sexual frustration and acne just waiting to explode.”

“You know it.”

“No, I’m serious, Bee. You have to be careful.”

Bee giggled to herself, secure in the knowledge she possessed knowledge that only she and Clive were in receipt of. “If only they knew.”

“Knew what?”

“My real age,” she said. “Fucking pricks. God, I am so bored of their bullshit. You know, I was this close to telling them what was going to go down this weekend just so I could see the look on their stupid, fat faces.”

“They’d have never believed you if you did.”

“Nah, you’re probably right,” Bee said. “Oh, speaking of sex, please tell me you’re making some headway with Gail.”

“Already on it.”

“Head being the operative word,” Bee joked. “Nah, fuck the foreplay. Just get your dick up inside her.”

“She’s agreed to go for a drink with me tonight, so don’t worry.”

The moment Bee heard Clive’s response, she reached into her breast pocket and felt around. “Thank Christ for that.”

“Ha. Yeah, really.”

Bee pinched the bullet-shaped plastic capsule in her fingers and held it up to her face. The sun’s rays bounced off its surface, creating a multi-colored kaleidoscopic effect.

“So, what’s up, stud? How did you get her to say yes?”

“Classic, stuff, really. Told her tomorrow is my birthday.”

Bee stared into the array of light and grinned. “Ooh, good move. That stunt sometimes works on me.”

“Really?”

“It worked with Zacharia. Mind you, he didn’t know what was up.”

Clive shrugged off her comment. “Well, anyway. It worked easily. After I drop you back home, I’m going back to the office to pick her up. I figure it’s our last day, so why not finish early?”

Clive tore his eyes off the road and over to the light-producing object in Bee’s fingers. “Where did you get that?”

“Stole it out of some fat, Polish kid’s bag.”

“What? Why? That stuff is dangerous.”

She reached over and dropped the Prizm capsule in Clive’s pocket. “Oh, I’m not taking it. No, no, no. This is for you.”

“Are you out of your tiny, ancient mind? I’m not taking it.”

“You’re not taking it, either, you daft cunt,” Bee snapped. “It’s for Gail. An insurance policy, if you like.”

“What? You want me to drug the woman?”

“Nooo,” Bee said. “It’s just a little thing to make proceedings go the way they need to. We’ve gone to all the trouble keeping tabs on her since she was born, and now we’ve collected what we need, we can’t fuck it up at the last hurdle.”

Clive sighed at the prospect of having to drug someone. He felt it was beyond him, but he knew the insurance policy was better to be in place than not.

“It might not come to that.”

“I don’t give a shit if it comes to that, as long as you cum inside of her,” Bee spat, feeling the need to vent further. “Jesus fucking Christ. Look, you take her out, show her a good time, bring her back to her place, put on your favorite Barry White CD, or whatever the fuck it is that young girls cream their panties over this week, you bang her fucking brains out and fertilize the broad’s eggs. What’s so difficult to understand?”

“Well, when you put it like that—”

“—Don’t get snarky with me, you fake psychiatrist,” Bee yelled. “Just do as you’re fucking told.”

“Fine.”

“And absolutely no bum games, either. Keep it strictly biblical.”

Clive fended off the impending punch in the face he felt he’d received. “Okay, okay.”

Bee huffed, lamenting the day she’d ever met the guy. “Jesus fucking Christ. Left to your own devices shit would never get done. See you? If you were around at the virgin birth, you’d have probably gotten one of the three wise men pregnant, instead.”

“Hey, that’s not fair, I was just saying—”

“—Muh, muh, muh,” she spat before launching into full mockery-mod. “I was just saying, fag, fag, fag—for fuck’s sake, Dad, fucking think and prepare, okay? I’ve given you the bullet as a precaution. If that ditzy, pretty-looking split-ass reaches for the condoms, or decides she doesn’t want you to batten down her hymen with your dick, then what’s our mantra?”

“I dunno,” Clive said. “But I have a feeling you’re gonna tell me.

“Slip the Prizm in her drink, and your jizm in her pink,” Bee said. “Come on. Say it after me.”

“Slip the Prizm in her drink, and the jizm in the pink,” father and daughter sang in tandem.

“There, that wasn’t so difficult was it?”

Clive recounted the alliteration. “Prizm in the drink, jizm in the pink.”

“Yeah,” Bee said. “You know, the traditional way. Unconscious, and unwavering. Okay?”

“Okay,” Clive snapped.

“I mean it’s really come to something when your own daughter has to plan your rape of some unsuspecting woman, hasn’t it?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m not fucking joking, retard.”

Clive felt his character dismantle itself and commit Hari-kari. “Everything’s so clinical with you, isn’t it?”

“You’re not impregnating the broad for fun, Dad.”

“I know that.”

Bee took the opportunity to thump Clive between the legs. “Please tell me you’re fully loaded, at least.”

“What?”

Bee punched his thigh again, desperate for an answer. “When did you last unload?”

“Stop hitting me.”

“Fuck you. When did you last drop a load?”

“Not for days, now. Shit.”

“Good,” Bee snapped. “Try not to jerk off before your date tonight, and definitely don’t drink so much you can’t even think, let alone get it up.”

The traffic slowed down even more, reducing Clive’s time with his abusive kid to a stretch of paralyzing infinity.

“I am not a baby-making machine,” Clive said in frustration.

“Oh-ho, yes you fucking are,” Bee snapped with a furious insistence. “Now that you’ve absorbed those three bastards, your one and only job is to procreate.”

“Ugh, you think you’re so smart, don’t you?”

“Who’s the Goddess of love, beauty, passion, pleasure, and procreation, huh?” Bee squealed. “Is it you?”

“Uh, no.”

“Exactly. Now shut the fuck up before I tear off your dick and fuck the bitch with it myself.”

“Jesus,” he exclaimed. “Calm the fuck down.”

Bee exhaled and tried to calm herself down. Clive, conversely, felt the pressure of his next assignment gnaw at his chest.

Angered by her father’s reaction to what she’d said, Bee swung her feet onto the dashboard and reached for her phone.

“Take me the fuck home, you fraud. You can cry over someone who gives a shit’s shoulders, but not mine.”

 

***

 

Clive pulled the blue SUV by the playground at the Freeway Five Estate and pushed the shift into park.

Bee looked at the circular, silver cladding around the playground. “That’s weird.”

“What’s weird?”

“That circle covering the playground. It’s all shiny. Never noticed that, before.”

Clive shook his head and noticed a trio of sickly-looking children pushing the swings back and forth a little too hard.

The fourth friend, a spurious-looking flame-haired kid in his early teens, shook a canister of spray paint as he kicked the slide.

“Ugh, look at them,” Bee said. “Bored, with nothing to do but cause trouble.”

“Be careful when you get out of the car.”

“Don’t worry about me. Just get back to the office, get her drunk, and do the necessary.”

“I will. Quit talking about it.”

“I’ll quit talking about it when you start fucking doing it.”

Bee pushed the door open and made a point of staring at the trio of kids by the swing. One of them, an overweight cherubic-looking girl, hollered back at Bee. “The fuck you lookin’ at?”

“I dunno,” Bee shouted. “Some kind of overweight sack of shit?”

Whump.

Clive jumped as Bee slammed the car door and made her way to the first tower block.

The overweight girl’s friends burst into fits of giggles and turned to the kid with the graffiti can. “Yo, do it.”

“I am, man.”

Click-click-tsssshhh.

The boy waved his hand around and sprayed the first letter on the giant, padded ground. “S”

“How do you spell slaughter?” he asked his friends.

“L, O, R, T, E, R,” the fat girl said.

“Cool.”

Clive pulled away from the side of the road and shook his head with disgust. “Fucking kids.”

As he drove away, the kid with the spray paint got to work on the rest of the letters.

Five minutes later, Bee would look out of their seventh floor apartment, and see the wrongly-spelled word spread from one end of the playground to the other.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

~SATURDAY~

 

Cuckoo. Cuckoo.

The bedside alarm clock sounded off, prompting Clive to open his eyes in a daze. “Ugh,” he sighed and rubbed his face. “Where am I?”

The radio alarm clock buzzed and switched on the moment he sat up. The device didn’t belong to him, nor did the bright pink walls in the room he found himself in.

The fluffy, frilly bed sheets weren’t his, either.

“Eh?”

“Good morning, everyone,” the overenthusiastic DJ announced. “Hope you’re enjoying the blazin’ hot morning, here in the valley. I gotta say, it’s been a helluva night. Where to start?”

Clive pinched the bed sheet and whipped it away from his body. He turned over and found a naked Gail sleeping beside him.

A tingling sensation of concrete hung in his testicles. He cupped them in his palm and ran his thumb over his penis. The skin had hardened, and felt red raw to the touch.

“Ugh. What happened?”

“Did you hear about what happened over the Freeway Five? Man, that’s some seriously screwed up stuff, right there. A giant explosion in the third tower around one in the morning. Suspected arson. I mean, what the hell is happening in the valley?”

Curious, Clive inspected his stomach. The dubious, black goop that had irritated him since yesterday had hardened into his belly button and itched up a storm.

“And that’s not to mention that stupid-ass tractor trailer crashing into the nightclub, as well. The fatalities were well into the fifties. Goddamn drunk drivers, eh?”

A music track began playing under the DJ’s speech; one that Clive recognized immediately—a tingling sound of serenity.

“You’re tuned to Steven Sibald here on Widowmaker radio, where you always have a first row seat for the apocalypse. People are getting sick all over the place. Is this genuinely the apocalypse? The answer may have been with us all along, from 1972. Hear ye, hear ye, for it is Aphrodite’s Child and The Four Horsemen.”

Naked as the day he was born, Clive planted his feet onto the plush carpet and pushed himself to his feet. He approached the bedroom window and pulled the curtains open.

A ray of sunshine slammed into the room, temporarily blocking Clive’s view of the town. He held his hand over his brow and raised his eyes in time to the music.

“Oh, my God.”

The Freeway Five Estate, in all its glory, hung in the distance. The third tower smoldered like a doused barbecue, coughing smoke into the clear blue sky. Below it, a sea of blue lights and sirens danced around to what looked like hundreds of terrified citizens.

A soft voice came from over Clive’s left shoulder, startling him.

“What happened?”

“Jeez, don’t creep up on me like that,” Clive said. “Sleep well?”

Still half-asleep, Gail rubbed her thighs and whispered. “I think so,”

 “Look. The Estate. Something’s happened to the third tower.”

Gail ran her hands around his neck and closed in from behind. The warmth of her skin clung to Clive’s.

“I know, I heard the radio, just now,” she said.

Clive hadn’t the words for the apocalyptic scene taking place a mile or so away from the window. He didn’t know where he was, exactly, but the view suggested a good height from the road below.

“Crazy night last night, right?”

“I guess,” she said.

“What time is it?”

“I dunno, about ten-thirty?”

He turned around and allowed Gail’s hands to fall into his. It was the first time they’d seen each other’s face since the events of the night before, and it was now that Clive truly appreciated her beauty.

Those soft, pale green eyes smiled at him. Her perfectly-constructed cheekbones above her immaculate jawline was a picture to behold; and an hour-glass figure complemented the vision of beauty.

“Come here.”

He pulled her close and lifted his chin, allowing her to press the side of her head against his chest.

“We’re going to be okay, you know,” she said. “Aren’t we?”

He’d acted too fast in embracing her, and pushed her at arm’s length. “Gail, listen to me. Something is happening. You trust me, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” she said, before scanning his face. “You look different, Clive.”

“Different?”

“Yes. You look healthier. Younger, even.”

Confused, he pressed his fingertips to his cheeks and prodded around. “Hmm.”

Knock-knock.

Someone was at the door, and they seemed impatient. Gail released Clive’s hands and went for the towel hanging over the back of the chair in the corner of the room.

“Who can that be?”

“Are you expecting anyone?” Clive asked.

“No.”

Gail tied the towel around her body and moved out of the bathroom. “It had better not be a Jehovah’s Witness. They’re a pest.”

Knock-knock-knock.

“Okay, okay, I’m coming.”

Clive took a final look out of the window and bopped his head in time to the chorus of the track playing from the radio. He kicked his jeans off the chair and climbed into them.

 

Gail pulled the door open and clutched the towel at her chest. “Hello? Can I help you?”

A teenage girl looked up at her with an innocent grin. Gail was taken aback by the girl’s long, black hair and black shirt and pants. “Who are you?”

“What? This is my apartment. Who are you?”

“I’m Bee. Bee McCord,” the girl said. “Ohh, you must be Gail something.”

“Yeah. I’m Gail something. You’re Clive’s kid, right?”

“In a manner of speaking. Is he here?”

“Uh, actually—”

“—Don’t bullshit me, Gail,” Bee snapped. “I know he’s here. I have a tracker on his cell phone. I need to see him.”

Gail frowned with sarcasm. “Well, gee, don’t let me stop you.”

Bee marched into the apartment and tapped the woman on her shoulder. “Nice try, by the way. Acting like you’re just out of the shower.”

“How do you mean?”

Bee stopped and pointed at the top of the woman’s head. “Who takes a shower and doesn’t wet their hair?”

“I never said I took a shower.”

Bee looked the woman up and down and snorted. “No, you didn’t have to. I know what you’ve been up to.”

“What?”

“Good night last night?”

“Nothing happened,” Gail said. “We drank a bit too much, but nothing happened.”

Bee checked the woman’s bare legs and winked at her before she walked to the bedroom.

“Yeah. Sure.”

 

Clive went to zip his jeans when he saw a shadow stretch across the floor and hit his toes. He looked up, expecting to find Gail.

But it wasn’t her.

“Oh.”

Bee extended two fingers on each hand and used them to punctuate her quote. “Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, uh, honey.”

“So, this is where she lives, huh? Nice digs. Better than our shoddy little poke hole, anyway.”

Clive raced up to Bee and shook her by the shoulders. “What are you doing here?”

“I needed to see you.”

“But you can’t just turn up like this.”

“Speaking of poke hole,” Bee hushed, and kept an eye out for Gail. “Did you poke hers, or not?”

“What?” Clive spat. “Yes, yes, I did.”

“Did you use the bullet I gave you?”

Clive closed his mouth and produced a guilty look on his face.

Bee chuckled and shook her head, knowing full well what he’d done. “You did, didn’t you? You little date-rapist, you.”

“No, look. I don’t think she knows what happened. A lot of weird shit went down last night. She was practically catatonic for most of it.”

Bee grabbed his wrist and flung his arm from her shoulder. “Don’t treat me like a fucking child. Did you fuck her properly?”

“Properly?”

Bee scrunched her face and threatened to punch him if he didn’t answer to her satisfaction.

“What?”

“Did you cum inside her?”

Clive was about to answer when he averted his eyes to the bedroom door and spotted Gail. “Hey. You okay?”

The woman looked at the young girl, who turned around and smiled back.

“Sure. I’m okay. I didn’t know your kid was coming to visit?”

“I’m sorry for intruding on your personal time,” Bee said, innocently. “I just needed to speak to my dad.”

Gail whipped off her towel and bundled it into her arms, revealing her full nakedness to Bee and Clive.

“Okay. I’m gonna take a shower. Leave you two alone to talk.”

Bee blinked at the woman’s nudity, as did Clive. Gail knew well enough that it’d stop them in their tracks as she moved out of her own bedroom and closed the door shut.

Bee turned back to her father. “So you did it, right?”

“Right.”

“Good.”

“Happy now?”

“I guess. What the hell happened to your face, by the way? It’s all shiny.”

“Well, isn’t that supposed to happen?”

“Ten hours since midnight,” Bee said. “By midnight tonight it’s going to show a lot.”

Bee walked over and took interest at the fiery third tower a mile away through the window.

“I never thought she’d have the balls to actually see it through.”

“Who? Who are you talking about?”

Bee sniggered and clapped her hands together. “Last night. The third tower. That’s where Iris Goddard went. Her estranged brother lived on the seventh floor. In the middle of the night, a huge explosion. It woke me up. The estate was swarming with cops and firemen.”

Spriisshhh.

The sound of the bathroom shower springing to life rumbled through the walls of the bedroom.

“She actually went through with it?” Clive wondered aloud. “I never thought she would.”

“Yep. There’s a rumor she jumped off the roof and committed suicide.”

“Jesus Christ.”

Bee turned to Clive and licked her lips. “What do you think of that?”

“Iris would never kill anybody. I know her too well—”

“—You don’t know jack shit about her, Dad,” Bee said. “You don’t know what a woman is capable of.”

“I have some idea. She told me about it yesterday, during her last session.”

“Oh, really?”

Both Bee and Clive faced the window and looked past their own faint reflections as the tower roasted away.

“Her brother?” Bee said. “She killed him, and his family, and then herself. But she won’t be the first.”

“Oh, no?”

Bee pointed Gail’s discarded underwear at the foot of the bed. “Nope. The plague has begun, now. By tonight, the valley will be tearing itself apart. And for good, reason, too.”

Bee turned to face her father and spotted his undone zipper. The flaps half-concealed what lay underneath.

“Dad?”

“Yeah?”

Bee walked off in a huff. “Pull your zipper up. I don’t need to see what you’re using to get the job done.”

“Oh.”

 

Twenty-six mini jets of hot water crashed against Gail’s face; each one providing a hot, warm massage for her skin.

She held out her tongue, allowing the head to excrete the water into her mouth. A quick swig around was all it took to clean the night’s gunky sleep from her gums and spit it down her breasts.

The steam rose within the glass walls as she lathered her arms with soap. She lifted her right leg and planted her foot on the shower stool, and ran the side of her hand between her legs.

Just then, a slam of white light daggered into her brain. “Agh.”

Clive’s voice entered her mind, along with a featureless contour of his face.

Shall we go to The Place with No Name?

Gail spat out a mouthful of water and croaked. “Sure.”

Spitch-spatch.

The contours reformed to a line outside the nightclub. Clive’s face smiled at her and then fell in an instant.

Oh, shit. Gail, look out! Run!

Two hands spread the water across her shoulders as she kept her eyes closed.

Neeaawww.

The contour of Clive flung itself forward, taking Gail with him, just in time for a white-and-black outline of an eighteen-wheeler shot past and mowed down everyone in line.

“What happened?” Gail whispered.

Oh, shit. Look at that. A tractor-trailer just smashed into the nightclub.

A stinging sensation climbed up her spine as her thumb made contact with her vagina. Clive’s voice played in her mind as she pressed around her groin.

We can’t stay here, and we can’t go back to my place. Can we go to your apartment?

“Uh, I guess so?”

Gail dared to open her eyes. The most delicate part of her anatomy had turned red raw—extremely delicate to the touch.

“Huh?”

Here’s to us, and my birthday. Cheers.

The sound of clinking glasses and swallowing peeled out of her ear holes as she looked down the length of her body.

“I d-don’t… remember anything…”

As the soap slid into her labia, a pustule of clear liquid folded out and into her fingers.

“Oh, Jesus,” she yelped.

Curious she moved out of the spray and held her finger to her nose and sniffed.

 

***

 

Bee lost her temper with her father as he slung his arms through his shirt sleeves. The four walls in Gail’s apartment provided an antagonist pink hue, which dampened the girl’s mood.

“You know that fucking detective is onto us, right? Well, more you than me, but you know what I mean.”

Clive buttoned up the front of his shirt. “I know, I saw him yesterday.”

“I saw some fat, blading detective pull up by the playground when I left an hour ago. Sniffing around the play area like some fucked-up sheep on drugs. He was on his own, so it wasn’t a raid. I’m guessing he needs to ask you more questions.”

Clive rolled his shoulders and kicked on his sneakers. “If he doesn’t get any success at home, he might try me at the office. Shit.”

“You know what this means, right?”

“What?”

“You gotta get rid of the evidence. Everything.”

“Everything?”

“Yes, everything. We’ve spent all this fucking time getting to where we need to be, and the last thing we need is for you to be held in custody and fucking everything up.”

Clive sat on the edge of the bed and put on his sneakers. “That’s not going to happen. Don’t worry.”

“Besides which, I’m not your puppet,” Bee said. “I don’t wanna have to come to the station to bail your ass out, okay. Sort it or abort it.”

“Okay, genius,” Clive spat. “What do you suggest we do?”

Bee’s churlish smirk suggested that an idea had sprang to mind.

 

Furious, Gail stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror as she toweled off. “That sly bastard.”

She dumped the sodden towel over the edge of the bath and made her way to the bedroom...

… to find both Clive and his daughter had left the apartment.

“What?” Gail squealed. “Where the fuck did you two go?”

 

***

 

Clive drove his blue SUV along the freeway and avoided eye contact with Bee in the passenger seat.

Somehow, her tiny frame seemed at odds with the safety belt. Sure, she was small, but it never failed to amaze Clive just how tiny she really was, given her real age.

For now, she was merely a kid with a hell of a gutter mouth.

“It’s been a crazy few years, hasn’t it?” she said as she watched the other cars shoot past them. “You must be exhausted.”

“I am exhausted,” Clive said. “And I need to concentrate on the road.”

Bee reached for her phone and swiped the screen with her thumb. “We need to get in, get the job done, and get the fuck outta there before anyone sees us.”

She held the phone to her ear and revealed something she knew would perturb Clive. “Call me paranoid, but I think we’re being followed.”

“What makes you think that?”

Bee lifted the phone from her ear and faced her father with sincerity. “Some sports car with a black dude in it. I dunno, call it female intuition, or whatever. It’s just a hunch.”

Clive shook his head and focused on the road. “Who are you calling?”

“Our three guardian angels, who do you think?”

“What? Why?”

“Because they’ll know where we can get gas without us being traced. No use buying it from a gas station. Those fucking places have more CCTVs swarming around than shit has flies.”

Clive struggled to focus on the road as he aired his concern.“But—”

“—Hey, Double-T,” Bee squeaked into the phone. “Listen up, man. We need gasoline. You know where we can get some?”

Clive turned the car into the fast lane and hit the gas. The smoldering third tower at the Freeway Five Estate now resembled a burnt-out cigarette-turned-middle finger to the rest of the valley.

“No, no,” Bee shouted into the phone. “Not a gas station. We need to source a few gallons in private, if you know what I mean. A mitigation of current events…”

 

Three Springs Common

(Chrome Valley North)

 

Toe Tag spoke to Bee on his cell phone as he leaned against the trailer truck. Big Six and Cind’rella carried a heavy, black body bag across the muddied verge and made their way to the river’s edge.

“A mitigation of events?” Toe Tag said. “Why don’t you talk properly? I don’t even know what that means.”

Bee’s voice crackled against the intensity of her response. “Don’t fucking question me, you black prick. We need gas, and we need it now, and preferably without being seen.”

“Right, right. Jeez, calm down, girl.”

“No, you calm down,” Bee said. “Don’t ever tell me to calm down, asshole. Where the fuck are you, anyway?”

“We’re disposing of that old, dead white dude Clive had us collect, man.”

“What?! You’re still doing that? Where are you?”

Toe Tag jogged over to the river’s edge and waved at Big Six and Cind’rella.

“Man, who’s that on the phone?” Big Six mouthed as he set the body bag onto the grass.

Toe Tag covered his cell phone and mouthed back. “Bee.”

“Oh.”

Impatient, her voice blasted through the speakers on his phone. “Double-T? You there? Answer me, you fuckin’ prick.”

Toe Tag’s giant angel wings flinched with frustration as he returned to the call.

“Jesus, keep your panties on. Get to the valley’s industrial estate. Exit 11A on the freeway. We have a warehouse.”

“Okay, cool.”

“Meet you there at one?”

“Well, shit. Why didn’t you just say all this when I asked the first fucking time?”

“I tried to, but you—”

“—I’ll see you at one, dickhead. Don’t be late, or I’ll kick your ass right into Hell itself.”

The call cut off, leaving Toe Tag hanging. He lifted the phone to his face and yelled at it. “Well, fuck you, too, you little bitch.”

“Man, forget that ancient kid,” Big Six hollered. “Help us dunk this old dude in the river.”

“Yeah, man. Cool.”

Toe Tag crouched to his knees and lifted the top end of the bag away from the corpse’s head. “Ugh, fuck.”

Wayne’s face had sunk in, reduced to that of a screaming skull with its jaw dislocated from its cheekbones.

“Ugh, the fucker stinks,” Cind’rella said. “Even worse than those Arabs and the frozen fuckin’ Chinese bodies last night.”

“Never mind that,” Big Six said. “Get him up and let’s get him buried. God will forgive a nigger, later.”

Cind’rella took the top half of the body bag and flapped his wings. His feet lifted up and hovered a few inches off the ground. “Come on, throw him in.”

Big Six moved his elbows in and out, which forced his wings to spring to life. “Amen to that, motherfucker.”

He lifted the bottom half of the bag up with Cind’rella as Toe Tag floated above.

“Bury this fool.”

“One, two, three...” Big Six and Cind’rella said as they swung the bag back and forth… and launched it into the river.

Splosh.

The body crashed into the water, bobbed up and down in the current, and then disappeared into the torrent.

“May God have mercy on his soul,” Toe Tag said.

Big Six landed on his feet and collapsed his feathered wings behind his shoulders. “Man, that wasn’t no soul. That was War, man. It took McCord ages to find him, and now he did.”

Toe Tag flew over to the truck and returned to the ground with amazing grace. “Get in the truck, fellas. We gotta meet Clive and his kid and load them up with gas—”

Bang-bang-bang.

All three angels raised their eyebrows, and turned to the depth of the trees in the distance.

“What was that?” Cind’rella asked.

As the three of them stepped forward, they saw a lone, slim figure in combat fatigues reloading a firearm. The stranger took aim at a tree a few feet away from him and fired again.

Blam-blam-blam.

Parts of the tree stump exploded as the lanky, fair-haired teenage boy dressed in black placed the rifle on a bench.

“Is that… a rat?” Toe Tag asked, as he squinted at a small animal with its limbs chained to the tree.

The man who’d assassinated the rodent made eye contact with the three men, and then returned to his bench of firearms.

“Let’s leave him to it, huh?”

“Good idea.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

Beep-boop.

Gail walked into Patel’s Furnace; the drug store on the corner of Sears Road in Chrome Valley’s affluent west side.

A few yards from her apartment block, the dwelling acted as a convenience store and a pharmacist. Fearing the worst, the flickering lights only served to exacerbate her sour mood—one of regret, and with a side of terror.

She kept her hands to her stomach and scoured the aisles of food, wondering if the pharmacy counter still existed.

In a peculiar stroke of irony, she moved forward and into aisle four which contained endless shelves of prophylactics and contraception products.

Flicker-flick.

Every time the strip light above her head blinked off and on, it caused a searing sensation in her head, as if someone poked it with a red hot iron.

“Agh, fuck.”

She staggered forward and heaved, fighting the urge to throw up on the linoleum floor.

The pharmacy counter loomed dead ahead. Just a few footsteps would take her to the counter and, she hoped, some semblance of respite.

Gail used the shelf edges to balance her footsteps and, eventually, she made it to the counter—to the alarm of an older Indian woman.

“Are you okay, my dear?”

“No, no—” Gail said, before bursting into tears. “I th-think I’ve been raped.”

“Raped?”

Concerned, the pharmacist opened the counter hatch and stepped through. “Please, let me help you.”

Gail fell into the woman’s arms quite without notice. A few shoppers poked their heads out from several aisles to see what the fuss was about.

The pharmacist waved them all away. “Go away. Mind your own business.”

 

A lone, plastic seat behind the counter—and out of view of the patrons—was the best place for Gail, or so the pharmacist thought.

“Would you like a cup of water?”

“No, no,” Gail said. “I’ll be okay. I just need h-help.”

“You do know that if you report a crime, then I will have to report it to the authorities, don’t you? So, please. Be careful what you say. Make sure it’s accurate.”

Gail licked her lips and swung her head, left and right, to ensure nobody could hear her. “I don’t know anymore. I, uh,—”

“—Please, take your time.”

Gail pressed her palm into her stomach. “I think I slept with someone last night.”

The pharmacist giggled and attempted to lighten the mood. “Well, that’s how it usually works.”

“No,” Gail spat. “Not like this. I’ve never had it like this. I think he took advantage of me. Without a condom. Something doesn’t feel right. I can feel it.”

“You can feel it, huh?”

“Yes. Yes, I can. I just took a shower, and I’m hurt. Christ, it hurts so bad.”

The woman threw Gail a look of disapproval and sighed. “So, you want Plan C, right?”

“I can’t take any chances,” Gail said. “I need those pills. You know, the ones that make it all go away.”

“Heavens above. You have been a busy girl, haven’t you?”

The pharmacist tutted and walked away with the intention of locating the emergency contraception pills the girl had demanded.

A busy girl? Who the fuck does this Indian woman thinks she is, judging me? I tell her I think I’ve been raped, she doesn’t want to know. I tell her I think he came inside of me, and she tuts and huffs and walks away like it’s a normal, everyday thing.

Gail squeezed her eyes shut as hard as she could and groaned. “For fuck’s sake.”

A rectangular box bounced off her left shoulder and hit her lap.

“Here, this is what you’re after,” the pharmacist said. “Take one pill now, and a second in about twelve hours, just before you go to bed.”

Gail caught the packet and slid her thumbnail through the opening at the back. On the front, the name of the medicine in bright, purple text seemed to spit in her face:

 

Plan C: Contraceptive Emergency.

You Should’ve Swallowed.

Now, swallow these.

 

“Oh. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” the pharmacist said. “How are you feeling now?”

Gail stood up to her feet and smiled, relieved that her balance was intact. “A bit better, I guess.”

“Good.”

“How much do I owe you for this?”

“It’s on the house,” the woman said. “Now, young lady, go home and get some rest. And try not to screw the bad guys from now on.”

 

~Chrome Valley Police Department~

 

Detective Cohen and his technician watched a monitor. A black and white image of an empty parking lot played on screen.

“Okay, so when did this happen, exactly?” Cohen asked.

The technician pointed to the timestamp at the corner of the screen, and then the window on the first floor of the building. “Nine-thirty, exactly. Now, watch this window.”

The technician turned the dial down, and slowed the footage. The window shattered and burst into several pieces. A split-second later, a man in an office chair flew out and smashed against the ground.

“The impact killed him,” the technician said. “We’ve not had long to study the footage, but this next bit is very interesting.”

The footage enlarged and focused on a man’s face looking out of the window. Right next to him, was a much smaller face, in the shape of a puppet.

“Wait, stop,” Cohen said. “That’s Cleverley?”

“We think so. We have a positive I.D. from someone named Jonathan, the manager at the theater, and also from some of the employees. Lester was in a meeting with Floyd Scarfe at that time.”

“Okay.”

Cohen sat back in his chair and rubbed his hands. “We’ll get a search warrant for Cleverley’s premises, see what we can find.”

Just then, Cohen’s colleague, a smart-dressed man ten years his junior, entered the room and waved a sheet of paper at him. “I got it.”

Cohen turned around and eyed the man. “Got what?”

“All the details on McCord, and Octopus Eight.”

Cohen raised his eyebrows and patted the technician on the back. “I have to attend to some urgent business. Have the footage sent to the attorney’s office, and tell the judge I’ll present the case in about an hour from now.”

“Okay.”

 

Cohen made for his seat and nodded at the spare chair in front of his desk. “Okay, tell me what you got?”

Detective Lawrence slammed the papers on the desk, and lifted the first one from the pile. “So, we checked with the business register for a log number, and there were two.”

He passed the sheet of paper to Cohen, who took it in his hand and raised his eyebrows. “Two?”

“Yes,” Lawrence said. “An Oedipus Rex in Horder’s Point, which is useless. And an Octopus Psychology unit way up north, five hundred miles away. Out of our jurisdiction.”

Cohen snorted and lowered the paper. “So, no good, then?”

“No. How did the home visit go?”

“Nobody was in,” Cohen said. “I’m thinking it’s time to obtain a warrant and search the premises. But now I have a sneaky suspicion that you’re going to tell me something shady is going on, there?”

Lawrence passed the next sheet of paper across the desk. “Yeah. The Association of Psychiatrists haven’t heard of Octopus Eight at all. Not only have they not heard of it, but there are zero registered companies with that name, period.”

“I believe you, I don’t need to look at this,” Cohen said. “So, his practice is unregistered?”

“Yes, unless he’s registered it with a company on another planet?”

“If he’s smart he’ll have taken the next spaceship there and go into permanent hiding. Anything on McCord himself?”

Lawrence cleared his throat and prepared to deliver the news. “The AoP, those responsible for all registered nurses and doctors, got back to us with his identification number.”

“Please, don’t tell me he was struck off,” Cohen said. “Because this is our jurisdiction, and it’s going to make us look like shit if we’ve only just acted because of a catastrophe.”

“No,” Lawrence said. “It’s worse than that.”

“Oh?”

“His identification number isn’t only wrong, it hasn’t even got the correct numbers of characters. Each registrar is thirteen characters long. His one is a random snatch of God-knows how many letters and numbers.”

“You mean it’s made up?”

“Seems so, yes.”

Cohen felt the fear of God poke him on the shoulder. “You mean to tell that McCord isn’t even a real psychiatrist?”

Lawrence began to sweat. “No, I mean to tell you that not only is he not a real psychiatrist, but that there’s no record of him whatsoever. No birth certificate, no records of, well, anything. Social Security has three Clive McCords on file.”

“So, any old shithead can just open up a practice and nobody bats an eyelid? Nobody questions it? Nobody checks?”

“Seems so.”

“And there are three Clive McCords? Surely one of them must be—”

“—Two of them died years ago, and the one who’s alive lives somewhere out west, past Devotion.”

“Can we check him out?”

“I already did. He’s twelve years old and registered blind.”

Cohen rose out of his chair and reached for the coat stand in the corner of his room. “Right, that’s two fucking things I have to talk to the attorney’s office about, now. She’s going to think I’ve lost my mind.”

“Your reaction is probably going to be her reaction.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Cohen said. “Have a ground unit get over to his practice and wait for him, if he shows up. First Cleverley, now McCord. It never ends, does it?”

Detective Cohen left the room, leaving a thoroughly discombobulated Detective Lawrence wondering what his first move should be.

 

~Waddling Gate Cemetery~

 

Clive looked down at the patch of grass with a forlorn look of remorse on his face. His shades covered his eyes.

A rustle of plastic occurred near his hip, as he tilted to the side and retrieved a bottle of alcohol.

Bee stood beside him and scanned the ground with a great solemnity.

Clive twisted the cap off the end of a bottle of Zeus Vodka, turned it upside down, and let the alcohol splash around the grass that surrounded a headstone.

 

In loving memory.

Zacharia McCord.

Proud father. Devoted husband.

 

Bee snorted at the inscription on the headstone. “Pfft. Loving father and devoted husband? Violent rapist and pedophile, more like. Scum bag.”

The last of the alcohol splashed to the muddied grass, and Clive tossed the bottle over his shoulder.

“Well, without him, I wouldn’t be here.”

Bee lowered her tone and ran her hands up her shoulders, feeling sorry for herself. “I don’t want anyone to ever talk to me again about making fucking sacrifices for this godforsaken valley, ever again.”

Clive didn’t care where the bottle he’d thrown had landed, because his father wouldn’t have cared, either. Bee could see the turmoil in Clive’s face, not that she made a point of looking.

“It’ll all be over tomorrow night, anyway.”

A sense of duty accomplished, as usual, once a year—and always on his birthday.

Bee huffed and rolled her shoulders. “Same time next year, then?”

Clive sniffed and stared at his sneakers. “Yeah.”

He reached into the bag and took out a second bottle of Zeus, much to Bee’s surprise.

“What’s that?”

Clive half-smirked and pinged the cap off with his thumbnail. “What does it look like?”

He placed the rim of the bottle to his mouth, lifted the fat end up to the sky, and began to drink.

Glug-glug-glug.

Bee raised her eyes as she watched the man swallow half of the solution down in one, fell swoop.

“Jesus, Dad.”

Clive sloshed the remaining half of the vodka around and let out a loud burp. “I’m not your father, and you fucking know it. There’s no one around, so you can stop pretending, now.”

“Don’t get all pedantic with me,” Bee said. “Gimme some of that.”

“Here, knock yourself out.”

He thumped the girl in the chest, causing some of the alcohol to spill out of the bottle. Angry, she grabbed it from his hands and took a swig from it.

Clive chuckled and wiped his wet lips with his shirt sleeve. The three butterfly tattoos beamed into the corner of Bee’s eyes as she swallowed her mouthful of poison.

“Agggghhh, fuck,” she winced. “That’s some gourmet fucking shit, right there. If nothing else, your dad had good taste.”

Clive looked Bee up and down with suspicion. “That remains to be seen.”

“The fuck you mean by that?”

“Look, would you stop with the dirty mouth, please? You’re supposed to be my daughter—”

“—I thought you said no one was around and we didn’t have to keep up that pretense?”

“Yeah, but—”

“—Yeah, but,” she mocked. “I’m calling bullshit on that right now.”

“I don’t care,” Clive burst through his inebriation. “Do you understand? Jesus Christ, help me. Stop talking to me like I’m the fucking child in all this, okay?”

Bee reached out to him with her arms. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

Clive stepped back in a semi-inebriated stupor, and swung the bottle back. “Don’t fucking touch me. I’m doing my best, aren’t I? And on my fucking birthday, as well.”

Bee blinked as coquettishly as possible, hoping to exploit her daughter/father connection. “Of course you are, sweetheart. Happy birthday.”

Clive gesticulated clumsily with the bottle of vodka.

“Every fucking year since the day I was born. Forty-seven fucking times I’ve done this until today. Now, the forty-eighth,” he growled, careful not to slur his words through his venom. “And you were never there with me, Bee. Never. Always on my own. I c-come h-here, and see Z-Zeus—”

“—Zacharia, sweetheart,” Bee corrected him and nodded at the label on the bottle. “His name was Zacharia. Not Zeus.”

“I know what his fucking name was, don’t I? I said it enough times when I asked you wh-where he was, and you said shit. You said nothing. No comfort, no nothing.”

Bee moved forward, quickly, and went for the bottle. “Sweetheart, you’re drunk. Let’s go and get something to eat before we see the three wise niggers.”

“No.”

“Give me the bottle.”

Clive lifted the bottle above his head and tipped the contents over his head. “No.”

Bee squealed as she watched Clive throw the bottle at the church building.

“You think your father would be impressed by your behavior, right now? Huh? Look at you. A God to all men, huh? The answer to everything, like some kind of fucking saint? A psychiatrist helping others to help themselves? Pfft. Fuck you and the horse you rode in on, you ingrate. Don’t talk to me.”

Clive scratched the three tattoos on his wrist in violent defiance. “The horse I rode in on? Oh, very funny.”

“Fuck you.”

Bee stormed off, away from the headstones, and made her way to the stone cemetery gates.

Clive called after her. “Where are you going?”

“Away from you,” she snapped. “Until you’ve sobered up, you ungrateful, barely-functioning alcoholic. Oh, and don’t let Double-T and his bad boys see you like this, or they may rethink their fucking desire to help us. Heaven help us.”

Helpless, and beyond reproach, Clive slapped his arms to his sides and watched the young girl disappear behind the trees. Up ahead in the distance, a distinct blue patch indicated that she was headed for their SUV.

 

Neither Clive nor Bee noticed a jet black four-seater Bugatti parked behind the iron gates next to the church building. Nobody looking would have noticed it, camouflaged as it was behind several similarly-colored tombstones on the other side of the fence.

The driver was a man of African descent with unmistakable hanging dreadlocks. He leaned over the steering wheel and observed the girl make her way to the iron gates.

“Oh, I gotcha,” he muttered. “I got you good.”

He turned his cell phone sideways and enabled the video mode to switch to landscape. The red, flashing button pulsed as he pinched the image out with his hands and zoomed on the goth-looking girl walking away.

“Nice kid, Dr. Mc-fuckin’-Cord.”

He turned the screen on his phone to his half-drunken subject standing amongst the tombstones. “She’s got the balls to summon a motherfucker, huh?”

The lens zoomed on the girl’s ass as she walked and faded into view.

“Be a shame if something happened to her, huh?” the man muttered. “Just like my fuckin’ wife.”

The resolution on Clive’s face in the screen blocked out as it enlarged. He seemed to say “hey, wait,” as he moved past the building and chased after the girl.

The driver cleared his throat and followed Clive past several freshly-dug graves with his cell phone.

“Yeah. You better get used to these fuckin’ headstones, motherfucker. I know what you did. You better watch your back, asshole. I’m coming for you.”

Beep-beep-beep.

The camera flashed, signaling an incoming call from somebody named Famine.

The driver reached over his shoulder, slung his hood over his head. “Tch.”

He thumbed the green button up and took the call. “Yo, honey?”

A wave of static, followed by a feminine gurgle, bled from the phone.

“What the fuck, man?” the driver said.

The female voice croaked into the hissing sound, coming across as ghostly in tone. “Wydron, honey?”

“Famine?”

“Yes-sh-sh—” her voice faded in and out. “It’s m-me. McCord took me. He took m-my soul.”

Wydron lifted the phone from his ear and saw the blue SUV’s brake lights turn red. Clive had climbed into the car, along with his daughter, and prepared to move away.

“I know, baby,” Wydron said. “I’m on ‘em.”

“I want death, dear husband. Death.”

Wydron ran the tip of his forefinger along a four-foot-long serrated blade attached to a wooden stick, the end of which jammed into the foot well. The sunlight glinted off the silver blade and cast a shade of light across Wydron’s shades.

“And they shall have it. We’ll be together soon,” he said. “Wait for me.”

Wydron cut the call and chucked his cell phone onto the passenger seat. “Let’s get on with the killing.”

 

Five minutes later, the black Bugatti hit the freeway, and tailgated the blue SUV. Wydron gripped the steering wheel and veered into the fast lane, mimicking the actions of the blue SUV several cars ahead.

“Where are you going, now?” Wydron muttered. “Somewhere quiet, I hope.”

 

Clive fought off the effect of the alcohol as he focused on the freeway. The wheel in his hands turned to jello as he tried to keep in his lane.

“Hey?” Bee asked.

Clive snorted and swallowed a mound of phlegm. “Yeah?”

“You shouldn’t be driving when you’re drunk, you know.”

Clive giggled and relaxed into the driver’s seat. “You know what the problem is with drunk drivers, don’t you?”

“No, but I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

“They don’t learn to drive drunk,” Clive said. “If they did, there’d be fewer accidents on the road.”

Bee sighed and scrunched the end of her knee-length black skirt in her fingers. “It would be a shame if all these centuries of hard work ended with you crashing and killing us.”

“Ahh,” Clive groaned. “We’ve been through much worse. Invasions. Viruses. Tectonic plate shifts. World Wars.”

“Good times.”

“Yeah. Hey, you remember the Civil War? How many times did we get shot at?”

“Yeah,” Bee said, forlornly. “Like I said. It’d be a shame if your inebriation got our asses killed. And what becomes of us, then? A footnote in history. A miserable failure, destined to end up as a tie-breaker question in some shitty bar quiz,” Bee said, before launching into a playful, mockery. “Okay, next question. Who were the two mythical Gods who body-hopped through generations and time to stop the apocalypse? I’mma have to hurry you, teams.”

“Don’t be glib,” Clive said. “We’re on track. We’ll get the gasoline and take care of this fuck up—”

“—I’m surprised you managed to get it up with the amount of alcohol you drink,” Bee said. “Are you even sure you got that girl pregnant?”

“For fuck’s sake, Bee. Would you quit asking me that, okay? I did what I had to do, okay? I’m not stupid.”

“If you say so.”

Clive rubbed his stomach and groaned. “Ugh, what is this?”

“What?”

“My belly button feels like it’s had molten lava poured into it.”

Bee folded her arms and concentrated on the passenger side mirror. “Don’t act the dummy with me. You know full well what that’s about, so suck it up, and live with it.”

Several vehicles rolled into view in the mirror, including a Bugatti sputtering black fumes into the air.

“Ugh. Other people suck,” Bee spat. “All this pollution. All the greed and apathy. I mean, if you really think about it, are these people really worth saving?”

“How do you mean?”

“Ugh, nothing,” Bee said. “I’m just a little down.”

Clive turned to her and felt the dry pang of sobriety slap him in the face. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.”

“Go on, then.”

“We used to mean something, right?” Bee snapped. “We were useful.”

“Useful?”

Bee acknowledged her company’s naivety. “Oh, what does it matter? You’ve not seen the things I’ve seen. I’ve been around long enough to see the change with my own eyes.”

“Change?”

Bee held her hand to the surrounding cars, and flinched at the gray Ford when she returned to the side mirror.

“Take a look around. It’s all industry, pollution, smog, and nobody cares. We don’t make anything, anymore. We’re a nation of sellers, number-crunchers, and money-movers. That’s all these fuckers do, now. Of no use to man nor beast.”

Clive eyed her suspiciously. “What are they teaching you at this new school of yours?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Bee insisted without humor. “And that, in a nutshell, is the entire problem.”

“The schools?”

“Don’t get me started on the schools, either.”

A sign for the industrial whizzed past the car—Exit 11A.

“Okay, we’re nearly there,” Clive said. “I don’t wanna hang around too long. We get what we need, do what have to, get the fuck out of there, and lie low till tomorrow night.”

“You got this all figured out, don’t you, Dad?” Bee smirked. “I assume you have cash for our precious guardian angels in exchange for the gas?”

Clive’s eyes widened with worry. “Oh.”

“Oh, fan-fucking-tastic,” Bee snapped. “No money?”

“We can’t stop now, it’s nearly time for the meet,” Clive said as he turned onto the slip road. “We’ll figure something out.”

The blue SUV disappeared under the main freeway at speed with the Bugatti in hot pursuit a few cars behind…

 

Chrome Valley Industrial Estate

 

A more disgusting and bleak landscape didn’t exist in the valley. The industrial estate, replete with its grays and shaded-whites suggested vegetation was a thing of the past.

It affected the very air people breathed—a distinct scent of cement and overtime from the blood, sweat, and tears of those unfortunate enough to work there.

To top it all off, the smog created by the vast chimney at the back of the endless grid of buildings signaled the end of the world.

The blue SUV rolled into the parking lot, opposite a tall apartment block. 

“Okay, we’re here,” Clive said. “I can do this by myself, if you want?”

Bee unfastened her safety belt and, barely able to suppress her dissatisfaction with the man, kicked the door open and stepped out of the car.

Clive looked up and around the vast concrete playground. “It’s a little too quiet here. I don’t like it.”

“Of course it’s quiet,” Bee snapped. “It’s a Saturday. Nobody works on the weekend.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay in the car?” Clive asked.

“No, I don’t think so. I can’t bear the thought of you getting on your knees and pleading with them to not kill you because you didn’t have the goddamn courtesy to remunerate them for their time and effort.”

“Huh?”

“It’s a polite way of saying you need fucking help.”

Clive pushed the door shut and frowned. “I see you’ve picked up a healthy vocabulary over the years, huh?”

“Yeah, and a brain,” Bee snapped. “And foresight. And the ability to negotiate. We’ll see how they react. I’m hoping that my presence will at least spare you from being executed. Worst comes to the worst, I’ll offer to blow them.”

“Ah, jeez,” Clive said. “I’m sure it won’t come to that.”

“Well if it does, I’m forcing you to watch, dickhead.”

Whump.

The sound of a car door shutting creaked across the concrete, forcing Clive and Bee to turn around and investigate.

“Did you hear that?” Bee asked.

“Yeah.”

Just then, the giant warehouse door rolled up, slowly, to reveal two men standing in the shadows. Behind them loomed an eighteen-wheeler truck with its back facing the parking lot. A black man in a white wedding dress sat at the edge and swung his legs to and fro.

Clive approached the door with his arms stretched out. “Thank God. You made it.”

Pensive, Bee followed behind Clive, trying her best to avoid the focus of the three men’s attention.

It didn’t work.

Big Six spotted her immediately. “You brought her with you? Are you crazy?”

“Yeah,” Clive said. “It’s a long story. I can’t go back home, and I had to bring her with me.”

Cind’rella continued to swing his legs and giggled. “Hey, Bee.”

“Hey, boo,” she quipped. “How’s you?”

“Ooh, get her. She called me boo.”

Big Six and Toe Tag chuckled and bumped fists as Cind’rella hopped onto the floor and danced over to the girl. “Looking good, little girlie. You ready for tomorrow night?”

Bee looked the man up and down with a vicious grin. “I sure am. Are you?”

“Oh, fuck yeah. Get our boy, here, all tucked into bed and rid the world of evil? Count me the fuck in.”

Bee felt the need to put the man in his place, and she had the perfect audience for it. She pulled her black skirt up and elbowed her shirt. “I guess you’re wondering why I’m dressed like this, huh?”

“What?”

Clive, Big Six, and Toe Tag tried not to laugh. They got the joke, as the punchline of Cind’rella’s dress was entirely lost on its owner.

Cind’rella finally acknowledged Bee’s statement and looked down his front. “Oh, this? Yeah, I dunno. It goes with the wings, right? And it’s kinda comfy. So, I figure, why the hell not? Especially in this day and age of social justice. Hehe.”

Bee snorted with disdain and walked over to the back of the truck. “Yeah, big boy. You know, if this was even thirty years ago, they’d have called you a crazy-ass nigger faggot for wearing that stupid dress.”

Bee stopped at the back tires and folded her arms as she scanned the interior of the truck. Her eyes lit up, accompanying the shit-eating grin stretching across her face. “Well, fuck me blind if you three motherfuckers haven’t provided what we asked for.”

Clive moved forward and gasped at the dozens of gasoline cans lining the back of the truck. “Oh my God.”

“Pretty cool, huh?” Big Six said. “Is this enough?”

“For what?” Clive snapped. “Taking out the entire valley? We’re only torching my office, you know.”

Bee snapped her fingers without tearing her eyes away from the four men. “Listen up.”

“Yeah?” Toe Tag said.

Bee folded her arms and licked her lips, sizing up the vast opportunity for the forthcoming incendiary event.

“We can’t take all of it. We’ll take five canisters and load them up in the back of our ride.”

Bee turned around and walked back to Clive.

“Okay?” Cind’rella said. “You sure you don’t need us to help you?”

“No,” Bee said. “My father and I can manage. The fewer of us are there, the better. We’re in, we’re out, we’re gone. Nothing but a smoking building in our wake.”

“Like that tower at the Freeway Five, last night?” Big Six asked.

“Yeah, if you like,” she chuckled.

“Okay.”

Bee examined the back of the truck once again. A six-foot black container with a Perspex front glimmered against the strip lights on the ceiling. “What the fuck is that?”

“Oh, that’s nothing,” Big Six said. “Some guy wanted us to remove it from his apartment.”

“It’s weird.”

“Yeah,” Toe Tag said. “Never mind about that. These gasoline cans cost us one hundred bucks each. And you’re taking five, so that’s five hundred.”

“Yeah, that’s five hundred.”

Bee rolled her eyes and slipped her thumb under her skirt belt. “Is it money you’re after?”

“Uh, yeah?” Cind’rella said.

Bee pulled herself up to the back of the truck and leaned against the swinging door frame. “Tch. Assholes.”

“What?” Big Six asked. “We need paid.”

Bee exhaled with fury and growled, scaring all four men. “I can’t believe the effort being put into the quest for money, right now. For fuck’s sake. Look at you. You’re starting to sound like the fuckers who live here. It’s pathetic. Is it money you want? Really?”

Big Six hung his head in shame. “I’m sorry, Aph—”

“—Don’t you dare tell me you’re sorry, you fat fuck,” she snapped. “Don’t any of you say a goddamn word. You’re better than that. You’re better than a shitty piece of paper with a number written on it. That’s for the cretins we’re trying to save. For those who don’t know any better.”

Bee pushed herself away from the edge of the door and took center stage at the end of the truck. She threw each man a look of pure venom they’d never seen before—and it scared the hell out of them.

She pointed at Clive. “Look at my boy, here. Does he look any different to how he did yesterday?”

Absentmindedly, Clive ran his thumb down his cheek in shock.

Cind’rella circled the man and noticed his youthful appearance. “Why, yeah, man. He looks younger.”

“Exactly,” Bee said. “What does that tell you stupid fucks?”

Toe Tag put two and two together and arrived at the answer. “That it’s working?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Jesus Christ, it’s working. Did you catch them all?”

Bee rubbed her hands together and grinned. “All but one. Every hour since midnight, my boy, here, is de-aging by one year. By my count, it’s been just over twelve hours, which is why he looks like he’s in his mid-thirties. And, by midnight tomorrow, well—”

“—It’ll be time?” Cind’rella said. “All this will be over.”

Bee nodded and appeared to calm down. “All we need to do is survive and evade capture until then. And a big part of that is throwing every force, police or otherwise, off track until then.”

Bee slowed her breathing and turned to the gas canisters.

“We need these to do that, and you’re talking about money? Fuck.”

Clive held his head in his hands and crouched to his knees. “It’s been so long.”

“It has,” Bee said, softly. “Why don’t you tell these three wise men how well you’ve done? Convince them that the end is nigh?”

Clive hunched over and screamed at the top of his lungs. “Agggghhhhhh—”

He flung his face up to the ceiling as he screamed and dragged his fingernails down the sides of his face.

Cind’rella backed up in haste and complained. “Jeez, man. Calm down.”

“That’s one motherfucker of a headache, right there,” Toe Tag said.

 

The entire warehouse rocked back and forth as the tears in Clive’s skin produced bursts of white light that crashed against all four walls.

Bee cackled, evilly, as the shafts of light burst the surrounding brickwork like a detonator.

Big Six, Toe Tag, and Cind’rella didn’t know where to look. Before they could protest or make their escape, the warehouse door rammed shut like a meat slicer.

Schwump.

Clive held his arms out and kept his eyes trained on the ceiling, frozen to the ground like a statue. Then, his voice whirled around the endlessly-white room.

Can you hear me?

Bee and the three men looked up in search of Clive’s voice.

“Yes, sweetheart,” Bee hollered. “We can hear you.”

A giant, transparent butterfly in white appeared in the middle of the room like a hologram. Before anyone could move, two more appeared next to it, eight feet in the air.

Clive’s voice pounded the ground.

It took centuries to track them down, but we have three of them. We’re just waiting for the fourth.

Flashes of random adult faces appeared within the warehouse. Clive’s chair twisted around at speed in the middle of the room as a ghostly apparition. 

The easiest way to get into their mind and capture them was for me to pose as a psychiatrist. Have them come to me, rather than me go to them. Of course, we knew nobody would bother to check if I was genuine. Of course, some genuine patients would get caught in my quest to capture evil.

An apparition of a svelte, black woman wearing a pale green nightgown walked through the three butterflies and stopped in front of the truck.

We gave you Iris Goddard, the somnambulist. But she wasn’t one of them.

The ghost-like image of Iris closed her eyes and fell to the ground, smashing into a thousand pieces across the floor.

“Whoa,” Cind’rella said. “I remember her.”

Yes, but she is at peace, now. She’s had her vengeance, and you guided her there.

Cind’rella looked at the frozen Clive on his knees, marveling at how he was communicating. “You’re in my mind, McCord?”

Yes, Cind’rella, I am. Actually, you’re in mine. Later tonight, the man you are helping, Lester Cleverley, will appear on stage with his puppet…

A two-foot-tall puppet dressed in a tuxedo shifted out from behind the truck and took a bow. “How are you motherfuckers this afternoon?” she said, before dancing toward Bee.

In Lester’s mind, his puppet, Butterfly, will murder him in front of hundreds of unsuspecting theatergoers.

Butterfly skidded on her heels and jumped into Bee’s waiting arms. The girl lifted her up, and cradled the puppet in her arms. “Aww, aren’t you cute?”

But it won’t be Butterfly who killed him. 

Bee kissed the puppet’s wooden forehead and stared into its eyes. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault, Butterfly.”

“I know that,” it said in a put-upon feminine voice. “It was all him.”

“Uh-huh.”

Lester will take his own life, as a sacrifice for the wrong he’s done. But he wasn’t the one we wanted.

Butterfly vibrated up a storm in Bee’s arms, and disappeared into thin air. The girl lowered her arms and smiled at Big Six, Toe Tag, and Cind’rella.

“Take pity on them both.”

Both Iris and Lester got caught up in the war. The real war. A war they knew nothing about. The war in my head to capture those responsible for the ills on this planet. May they rest in peace.

“May they rest in peace.”

Look at my body, gentlemen. But listen to my mind.

Bee held her hand out to the frozen Clive McCord on the floor, in mid-scream. “Gentlemen. Please.”

Big Six, Toe Tag, and Cind’rella stood side by side and took in the extraordinary sight.

Right now you are in my head. I have spent years getting inside others, and so I know what it’s like. You see things you should never have to see. It’s uncomfortable. Look past the truck…

The three men turned around to see a bathtub full of yellow water. Two black children, one young girl, and a fat boy, splashed around, excitedly.

A radio sat at the edge of the bath, rocking back and forth. “And now, here’s one from Andy Gibb from 1977, this is I just Wanna be Your Everything…”

The boy launched himself at the girl, just as she screamed. Then, the image paused still.

You see things you should never see.

The bathtub and its occupiers melted together and splattered across the warehouse ground in a meld of whites, blacks, and yellows.

Big Six gasped and stepped back with the others as the thin sludge crept towards their shoes.

Don’t fight it. Here, take a look at Lester. Poor guy.

The runny substance lifted into the air, and formed the contours of a six-foot tall compartment. The sludge solidified and produced a reflective surface down the front.

See this box? Inside is a stool. And behind the stool, is a buzz saw.

The glass front slammed shut, producing a reflection of a gaunt-looking man in his forties.

Sometimes you just know. When they talk to you, you look for signals that they might be lying. But the key to someone’s mind is never in their lies, it’s in their truth.

The figure in the box grabbed a lever from within the box, and yanked it down.

Schwip-swipe.

The saw sprang to life, and decapitated him and took his right arm off in an instant.

You get so you know what they’ll do before they even do it. Sometimes, if you’re good enough, you can plant the idea in their head… and they’ll never even know it.

Lester’s voice swam around the room, before fading out. “I’m thinking of ending it all, Dr. McCord.” 

They were caught in the crossfire. I had to stop them. But at least they have resolution now, as do we. In a little under thirty-six hour’s time, it will all be over.

Bee hopped out of the back of the truck and wiped a tear from her cheek. She approached her father and looked down at his still-paused screaming face.

“Hey,” she barked. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

No response came from her father’s disco ball of a head.

“Fuck, can you hear me?”

Big Six, Toe Tag, and Cind’rella didn’t know how to respond. They found it curious that the girl was yelling at her father all of a sudden.

“Wake up.”

 

***

 

“Agh!”

Clive’s eyes snapped open to see a van racing towards the windshield. “Shiiii-iii-iiiit!”

Sweeerrvveee.

Clive yanked on the steering wheel and out of the path of the oncoming van blaring its horn.

Bee squealed and held onto her safety belt, “What the fuck?”

“Agh, agh,” he gasped and flung the steering wheel back to normal. “Oh my God.”

“You fell asleep,” Bee snapped. “You nearly got us killed. I’m fucking driving from now on.”

“You’re thirteen,” Clive said.

“You’re goddamn right I am, and I assume you’re not referring to my I.Q. Just concentrate on the fucking road, asshole.”

Bee glanced at the back seat and saw two jerry cans rock back and forth on the seats. “Slow down. I don’t want that shit spilling all over the place.”

Clive eyes the rear view mirror and squinted at the road behind them. A black Bugatti veered behind them and slowed right down.

“I have a weird feeling about this,” he said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I think that car is following us.”

Bee focused on the back window. “I don’t see anything?”

“There’s a Bugatti behind us. It’s not the first time I’ve seen it.”

“Not exactly inconspicuous, huh?” Bee snapped and flung her hair over her shoulders.

“Turns out your pessimism was right, huh?”

“I really hoped I was wrong. Speed up.”

“What? You wanted me to slow down, and now you want me to floor it?”

Bee pointed at the exit ahead. “If we’re being followed, then the fucker following us won’t know that we’re turning off at the next junction. Wait till the last fucking moment, then switch lanes and take the exit.”

Vrooom.

The Bugatti slid out from behind a yellow vehicle and darted into the fast lane. Bee looked into the side mirror and saw it race up beside them. “Wait for it, wait for it—”

The William Tell Overture blasted out from the Bugatti as it rode alongside the blue SUV. Bee checked it out—to find Wydron in a hoodie. He held his scythe up and tapped the blade against the glass.

Clink-clink.

Wydron pointed to the road ahead, much to Bee’s confusion. “Who the hell is that?”

Clive prepared to spin the wheel to the right. “Hold onto something.”

Bee flipped Wydron the bird and poked her tongue out. “Ha, yeah. That’s right. Eat this, you cloaked cocksucker.”

She grabbed the handle on the door just as her body flung to the left and pushed her face against the window. “Gah.”

The blue SUV bolted into the slow lane and drifted away from the Bugatti, which continued up the main freeway.

“Goddamn motherfuckers,” he screamed as he saw the SUV disappear up the road. “I’mma get you, McCord. You can’t cheat me, you fuck.”

Bee caught her breath as the tall towers from the industrial estate bled into view. “Jesus fucking Christ. I’ll be glad when this is all over.”

“Amen to that,” Clive said. “What happened to the Bugatti?”

“It worked. He fucked off up to the next exit. We need to ditch this blue sack of shit and get this thing over with.”

“Okay, okay.”

Bee turned to her father and was about to speak, when she noticed something peculiar. “Your face.”

“What?”

“It’s—it’s glowing.”

Clive scanned the dashboard clock—3:10 pm. “It’s been fifteen hours, now.”

“Shit,” she said. “What’s that?”

“Forty-eight hours minus fifteen hours?”

“Thirty-three? Ha! You look thirty-three years-old, now,” Bee chortled. “Oh, now that is ironic.”

“So I’ve lost fifteen years off my face, what’s so funny about that? How’s that ironic?”

Bee kicked open the glove compartment and pulled out a bunch of black cloth. “That was the age he died, you know.”

“Who?”

Bee rolled her eyes and chucked a black cloth onto Clive’s lap. “Numb nuts. The first iteration. That’s how old he was when he died for our sins.”

“Oh.”

“Uh-huh.”

 

Bee scanned the streets as she pulled the black, cotton material out in her hands. Two cutouts and a larger hole folded out across the fabric.

She inspected the balaclava and held it up to her face. “I dunno if you heard, or not, but around two thousand years ago, there was a young man who was born to a virgin—”

“—Yes,” Clive bleated as he turned onto main street. “I know the story. I’m not that fucking stupid.”

“Blessed are the meek, Dad,” Bee said. “I envy you. You’re so meek even the meek think they’re unworthy.”

The girl pulled the balaclava over her head and bunched her hair into the back. Clive didn’t notice, and so she nudged his knee.

“Boo!”

Clive held his chest in fright, not expecting to see his girl wearing the balaclava. “Jesus, don’t scare me like that.”

“How do I look?” Bee asked.

Clive scanned her black shirt, black skirt, and then averted his eyes to her now-black face.

“You look black.”

“Fuck that.”

“No. Actually, you look more like a bank robber.”

Bee snorted and held onto the upper handle above the passenger window. “I dunno. I wanna look bad-ass when I torch the office, you know. Like an oh-gee, as the kids say these days.”

“Original gangster?”

“Yeah, that.”

“Who cares how you look? Nobody’s gonna see us if we’re doing this right, anyway.”

The front of Octopus Eight rolled past the window, which meant only one thing—they were headed for the multi-level parking garage at the Shopping Mall.

“Hey, we passed the office,” she said. “What the hell are you doing?”

“We can’t park there,” Clive said. “The place is full of CCTV. Strength in numbers. It’s Saturday and everybody and his mother is out shopping, so we’ll park at the Kaleidoscope.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

Clive grabbed the top of her balaclava, whipped it off her face, and mussed her hair up in the process.

“Some might say that. And we don’t put these on until the very last moment. The last thing we need is to walk through the mall looking like gangsters.”

 

Screech.

The SUV’s tires locked shut, and skidded into a parking spot for pregnant drivers on the third floor of the parking garage.

Clive kicked the door open, climbed out, and opened the back passenger door.

Bee checked out the scene. Scores of random cars surrounded them, offering a shroud of anonymity. The CCTV on the third pillar looked directly at them.

“Are you sure about this?”

“Sure I’m sure,” Clive said.

Whump.

He slammed the door shut and slung a large, green sports bag over his shoulder. “Damn, this is heavy.”

Bee wiggled her nose. “Does it smell?”

“Who cares. Let’s go.”

Clive hit a button on his key chain and locked the SUV. Both he and his daughter sprinted towards the doors that led to the mall.

Thump-thump.

The two averted their eyes to a battered, gray Ford parked in a disabled bay as they walked to the doors.

A terrified voice came from within the trunk. “Help. Someone let me the fuck out of here, for fuck’s sake.”

A black woman tried to lift the trunk open and yelled back. “I’m trying. I can’t find the thing.”

Clive pulled the fascinated Bee by the arm. “C’mon, let’s go. We don’t have time for this.”

Whump-whump-whump.

“Let me the fuck outta here.”

Suddenly, the latch popped and the trunk sprang open, surprising the black woman. “Oh, my.”

“Bee?” Clive huffed. “Come on.”

“No, wait.”

A white hand gripped the edge of the trunk, followed by its arm, and then its bare naked, hairy chest. Bee didn’t recognize the lanky, forty-something man who gasped for air.

Clive would have recognized the man as Lester Cleverley if he’d bothered to look. Instead, he stepped through the double doors of the mall and watched the shoppers.

“Well, about fucking time,” Lester said as he fell to the ground.

“I knew you were no good,” the black woman said. “How did you get in there?”

Clive grabbed Bee’s arm and wrenched her through the doors. “Come on.”

She pointed at the scene taking place several feet away, but her father wasn’t interested.

“But, but—”

“—No buts,” Clive said. “We have a date with arson, and I don’t want to be late.”

 

***

 

An unmarked beige Chevrolet Silverado was parked at the side of the road outside the Chrome Valley theater.

Sitting in the driver’s seat was Detective Lawrence, who took a sip from a paper cup full of lukewarm coffee. “Eww, this is foul.”

Cohen shuffled in the passenger seat, keeping a stern eye on Main Street. The Octopus Eight frontage was shuttered, as was normal for the weekend.

Cohen radioed in. “Where are those units I asked for?”

“On their way, Detective,” came the response.

“Right, as soon as they turn up, we’re on,” Cohen said. “Put that coffee down. I don’t want you puking up everywhere when we cuff this bastard.”

Lawrence placed the coffee cup on the dashboard and reached for the firearm attached to his holster. “I think that’s them.”

Three vehicles rolled past the beige car with their sirens flashing.

“Damn it,” Cohen said. “A bit of subtlety wouldn’t go amiss, you know. Turn off your—”

Before he could finish his sentence, the sirens snapped off as each of the three cars pulled up to the side of the road.

Cohen pulled on his safety belt, failing to acknowledge a blond woman walking past the passenger window.

“Okay, let’s get this show on the road.”

 

The woman who had walked past the beige Chevrolet was named Gail. Before she made eye contact with the overweight passenger, she averted her eyes to the theater marquee.

On it, in a wild west font, read:

 

Once Upon a Time in Chrome Valley

Ricky Gunn is Donovan Goldswain.

 

Gail tightened her shoulders and continued to the pedestrian crossing at the end of the road. She could hear the sound of a door closing behind her—obviously the fat man in the beige Chevrolet had climbed out.

His voice wandered down the street as Gail folded her arms across her chest.

“We do this without causing a scene, gentlemen,” the voice said. “I don’t want to use any force. Hopefully McCord won’t put up a fight and just come quietly.”

Suspicious, Gail turned over her shoulder and squinted at the two-dozen strong policemen retrieving their firearms and equipment from the back of their vans.

“What the hell?” she mouthed. “McCord?”

Beep-beep-beep.

The walk sign snapped to life and chirped at Gail, and the other pedestrians, to cross the road. She duly obliged the instructions, and found her walk upgrading to a hurried sprint.

Gail crossed the road and focused on the door to the office at the sidewalk. Thankfully, she thought, the fact that the shutters were down suggested all was well.

“It’s okay,” she whispered to herself. “I’m in, and I’m out. If he’s there, I’ll explain everything.”

Then, she put two and two together, and hoped she wouldn’t arrive at five.

 

***

 

Bee and Clive shuffled through the lower-ground level of the Kaleidoscope en route to the southern perimeter. The place was heaving on this glorious summer’s day and, to the duo who wanted to move quickly, it seemed everyone and their husband was getting in their way.

“Ugh, I hate this fucking place,” Bee said.

Clive grabbed Bee’s hand and weaved in and out of the stationery shoppers.

“Sorry, everyone. Need to get through, thanks.”

Just then, the guitar opening from David Bowie’s Starman started from the wall that led to the public restrooms.

The shoppers crowded forward, taking a keen interest in something Bee and Clive were unable to see.

A feminine voice crept over the soundtrack coming from the far end of the mall. “When I was a little girl, all I wanted was to explore the stars. Go into space. You see, the big, bad world wasn’t enough for me…”

Clive and Bee spotted who had spoken. A flame-haired, petite girl hitched her nightgown and spoke into her headset.

“Huh? Who’s this?”

Bee’s question was answered, when she spotted a huge canvas draped over the wall above the ginger woman’s head.

 

Judy Presto and Jolly the Space Dog.

 

Judy continued to an adulated audience. “When my father died, I was sad. So my mom decided to get me a companion. Someone who’d be my best friend…”

The crowd wooed and chirped as the music grew louder, and paused for the chorus.

“… they say he’s man’s best friend, but nobody could ever know just how much of a friend he’d be to me.”

Woof-Woof!

Judy whipped her right hand out from behind her back in time to the music. Impaled on it down to her upper arm sat a fluffy, waggy-eared Yorkshire terrier with a swinging, pink tongue.

The audience lapped it up as Judy and the dog danced with extreme grace and sang along with the song.

“Boys and girls, I’d love you to meet Jolly - The Space Dog!”

Clive shook his head and ushered Bee, at speed, through the mall’s doors, and onto the main road. “No time for that now.”

“But I wanna see—”

“—No, Bee,” Clive snapped and held her shoulders. “Shit. You’re not much of an arsonist, are you?”

“No, I’m not,” Bee said. “This bullshit is beneath me.”

“You want to stay here and watch this stupid show while I do all the hard work?”

“No, but—” Bee fumed. “Look, I can’t trust you. You know the cops are after us. I don’t want to take the risk.”

Just then, a chorus of gasps from the crowd watching the show caught their attention. Clive looked past Bee’s shoulder and gasped. “Holy shit.”

“What?”

“Look.”

Smash.

The petite, ginger-haired woman named Judy Presto flew through one of the entrance doors back-first, shattering the glass, and landing on her face.

“Woooooooh,” the shoppers screamed as they backed up and watched the woman turn onto her back. She kicked her feet up and spat a mound of blood to the ground. “P-Please, d-don’t hurt m-me—”

Before she could beg for her life, a naked man ran through the battered door and kicked the woman in the face. “Fuck you.”

As if that wasn’t enough, a mixed-race six-year-old girl ran out after him and begged the violence to stop. “Dad! What are you doing?”

“Shut up, Sam,” he said, before grabbing the woman by the ponytail.

Astonished, Clive could scarcely believe what he was seeing. “Cleverley? What the fuck?”

It sure was Lester who wrenched the bloodied woman to her feet by her ponytail—and proceeded to head butt her on the nose, much to the horror of those too scared to dive in and save her.

“Wooaaahhhh,” the crowd shouted as they backed even further away from the carnage.

Clive moved back and waved Bee over to him. “Come on.”

“No, wait,” she said, eagerly. “I wanna see Cleverley fuck that ginger cunt up.”

Lester’s daughter stomped her feet to the ground and cried out in front of the petrified onlookers. “Dad, what are you doing?”

Her father grabbed Judy’s ponytail and kept his toes buried between her legs. “Hold on, sweetheart. I just need to get Butterfly’s foot out of this woman’s uterus.”

Lester switched his voice to that of a squeaky African woman. “Fuckin’ hold her ponytail steady, for fuck’s sake.”

He gripped the end of Judy’s ponytail in both hands and snapped it back, taut.

“I am, Butterfly. I am. Do it. Do it quickly,” he said, before reevaluating the woman’s pain threshold. “No, wait. Take your foot out slow.”

“Well, which is it?” he asked in Butterfly’s voice. “Slowly or quickly?” 

“No, do it quickly, so it hurts less,” 

“Okay.”

Lester grabbed Judy’s knees with all his might. “Okay, in three, two, one—”

“—One. Go,” he finished in his alter ego’s voice.

Rii-iip — schplat.

Lester tumbled back over his ass, taking Judy’s ponytail off her head in his hands.

“Daaaaaaammmmnnn,” the audience shouted as the blood from Judy’s head splashed across the ground.

Bee choked with silence as Judy died on the concrete, her cranium half daggered through her skull. “Jesus wept.”

Clive grabbed Bee’s arm and pulled her away. “C’mon, we gotta go.”

 

***

 

Gail entered the office via the back door. She felt it was better to creep in unannounced, and unseen, and gather her belongings for a swift escape.

She slid the door key into her jeans pocket and walked into the reception area. It was a chance for her to take one last look at the place she grown fond of.

The yellow sofa, where the patients waited to be seen.

The peculiar logo for the practice—an octopus with the bulb in its head—seemed out of place.

“I wish I’d asked why,” she snickered, before moving behind the reception desk.

The cold light of day seeped in through the shutters on the other side of the window—which was just as well, because it meant she wouldn’t be seen.

“Okay, what do I need?”

She opened the drawer and raised her eyes. “Huh?”

Nestled atop the pens and yellow sticky notes was an envelope with her name written on the front. “Gail,” she said. “Clive’s handwriting?”

The handwriting definitely belonged to Clive. She’d seen enough of the checks he’d signed over the weeks and months. Her thumb nail slid across the glued flap. Nobody had tampered with it.

“Careful,” someone hushed from the first floor. Gail was sure she’d heard someone shuffle around in the therapy room at the top of the stairs.

“Huh?” she called out. “Hello?”

A stab of fear penetrated her heart as she pocketed the envelope and moved out from the reception counter.

Splosh—splish.

Just then, Gail’s nostrils widened and took her by surprise. “What’s that smell?”

Sniff-sniff.

The floor was soaked in a clear substance. She hadn’t noticed it when she entered the room, but now the sticky substance clung to the soles on her sneakers. It was as if someone had spilled a clear version of Fizzy Blue Panda Pop all over the floor.

“Ugh, that stinks.”

Gail raced over to the bottom step and gripped the handrail. “Hello? Who’s there?” she called out once again, hoping to God it might be Clive, or at least someone she recognized, who’d answer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

Detective Cohen and Detective Lawrence raced towards the office building, surrounded by dozens of armed policemen.

“Everybody stay back,” the former shouted out to the pedestrians.

“Please clear the area,” Lawrence added as he waved five officers behind him. “Cordon the area. I want Main Street cut off at the nightclub, right round to the theater. Nobody gets in, nobody gets out.”

“I want three units at both perimeters,” Cohen said. “Out of sight.”

A flurry of armed officers lined the front wall of the office. Three more officers with headgear pushed forward, carrying a battering ram.

“Hold your positions,” Cohen said.

Lawrence placed his arms on top of the parked beige car and aimed his gun at the shutters.

“This is seven-oh-six,” he said into his headset. “Getting ready to breach. Can I have an update on that fucking cordon, please?”

“In position. Ready when you are.”

Lawrence nodded over to Cohen for a response. “We’re on.”

Cohen hollered at the three officers with the battering ram. “Prepare to breach.”

 

Clive chucked the contents of the gas can up the walls of his office. The smelly substance dripped down the certificate on the wall, which made him chuckle through his balaclava.

“Ha. Bunch of bullshit.”

Bee tossed her empty canister through the open window with force. She pinched her mask and lifted it over her face. “What’s bullshit?”

“That stupid fucking certificate,” he said. “Can you believe the fuckers fell for it?”

“It’s amazing what people believe when they’re so desperate to believe it, huh?”

Clive moved to the desk and picked up the small relic. The eye holes in his mask revealed his pupils, staring at it with great intent. “Not everyone.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well—”

“—Hello?” came a familiar voice from the bottom of the stairs. “”Who’s up there?”

Bee and Clive turned to each other in haste. Neither had the guts to ask the question that was on both their lips.

“Who the fuck’s that?” Bee asked as she pulled her mask down her face. “An intruder?”

“Sounds like Gail?”

Clive raced over to the door and gasped at the sight of the very person he figured it would be.

“Gail?”

“What are you doing here?” she asked, hurriedly.

“What are you doing here?” Clive snapped as the relic in his hands began to vibrate. “Oh, sh-shit—”

“—Dad,” Bee snapped. “The Venus. She’s moving.”

Whup.

The relic hopped out of his palm and hit the top step.

Clive stepped forward and placed his hands on his head with concern. “Gail—!”

The relic hit the second step, then the third and fourth, in what felt like slow motion. Gail held out her hands and tried to catch it as it bumped down towards her.

“Please, don’t let it smash—”

Thud… thud… thud…

All eyes averted to the shutters as the caged metal shoved inward three times in succession.

Gail squealed as the shadows of a hundred people bleached through the shutters and blocked the light. “Someone’s trying to get in.”

“Gail,” Clive screamed. “Get up here, now.”

“What?”

“It’s a raid. Quick, run.”

The shutters pounded against the entrance door.

Gail looked at the floor and held her breath. The relic rolled past her left shoe and spun around on the spot, before falling flat on its side.

“Get up here, now.”

Bee exhaled as slowly and threatened the woman with a matchstick. “Yeah, Gail. Get up. And be careful when you do it. We don’t want you to hurt your baby.”

“What?”

“I said get the fuck up and be careful doing it.”

Frightened out of her mind, Gail turned over her shoulder and saw the metal smash through the window. Whatever lay behind was determined to bulldoze its way in and destroy the premises.

“Gail, get up here, now—”

Everything slowed down for Gail as her foot hit the first step.

Vroooom—smash.

The front of a Bugatti careened through the shutters, smashed through the windows, and crunched over the reception desk.

Dozens of dead officers with broken limbs slammed through the metal barricade—some of them impaled onto the split, spiky edges.

“Jesus Christ.”

Clive raced down the steps and grabbed Gail’s hand. “Come on, get up.”

 

Outside, Cohen and Lawrence watched on as the five officers rammed the shutters with the battering ram.

The shutter bust apart and the ram blew through the window in the door.

“Go, go, go—”

Vroom.

Cohen looked at the road ahead to find a speeding Bugatti flying towards him. Quick-thinking, he barged Lawrence out of its path. “Holy shit. Move.”

Zoooom.

The Bugatti blared its horn as it clipped the trunk of the Chevrolet and plowed into the waiting officers on the sidewalk.

One by one, each armed police officer splattered against the ground, squashed under the merciless Bugatti tires. Others somersaulted into the air and fired their guns, sending a whirlwind of bullets around and around like an overactive firework.

Splatch-splatch-splatch.

Bullets chewed from the random gunfire chewed through the officers, killing them in an instant.

The Bugatti smashed into the five officers with the battering ram—and crashed inside the reception area.

The back of the car bounced to a halt as it careened through windows, leaving a trail of dead officers in its wake.

 

Whump.

A cloaked Wydron stepped out of the car and looked around the smoke-filled reception area. He tipped the front of his hood down and surveyed the carnage.

“Nice day for a killing.”

Cling-clang.

Clive, Bee, and Gail watched from the top of the stairs. A tall man wearing a long, black hooded gown emerged from the car. In his right hand, a vicious-looking scythe with a serrated, four-foot blade scraped against the wall.

Wydron stood still and acclimatized himself to his new surroundings. The crash hadn’t shaken him in the slightest.

Not having seen Clive, Bee, or Gail above him, he turned to the gaping chasm in the wall caused by his Bugatti.

“Open fire,” Cohen roared through his megaphone.

Several armed officers fired at the hooded figure shrouded by the smoke and dust filling the reception area.

“Halt,” Wydron said in his deathly, growling voice.

He held out his free, left hand and expanded his fingers. Each and every bullet miraculously seemed to miss his body.

“Hold your fire,” Cohen said.

Detective Lawrence drew his gun and stepped into the black fog. “Drop your weapon. Do it.”

Wydron lowered his head and turned to face the detective. “I’m here for Clive McCord.”

“So are we,” Lawrence said. “And you just fucked everything up. Put your weapon down and, slowly, turn around and place your hands on your head.”

Wydron grunted and finally lifted his head high enough for Lawrence to see his burning, red pupils. “Detective Lawrence of the Chrome Valley Police Department?”

Terrified, the officers lowered their guns as Cohen came to witness the standoff from the sidewalk.

“Yes,” Lawrence said. “I am Detective Stanley Lawrence. CVPD. How do you know who I am?”

“Mmm. Hehe.”

“Who are you?”

Wydron slammed the end of his scythe against the floor, producing a ripple across the linoleum. The relic bounced around a few inches from his feet.

His voice resembled a low-grunt, mixed with that of a feral lamb’s guttural whine.

“Who I am is of no importance,” he said. “What is of importance to me are those three heathens standing at the top of the stairs.”

Lawrence, Wydron, and the officers on the sidewalk, turned their heads up to the stairs and saw Clive, Bee, and Gail.

“Them,” Wydron said. “McCord? I. See. You.”

Clive shouted back. “Not if I see you first, asshole.”

“Goddamn insolence,” Wydron barked. “McCord?”

“Yeah?”

“Would you like to see what happens when those I pursue defy me?”

Clive turned to Bee and eyed the match in her hand.

Then, he turned back to Wydron and focused on the two glowing, red pupils in the shadows within his hood. “Sure.”

Lawrence wrapped both hands around his gun and slid his finger over the trigger. “Wydron?”

“That’s me, sweetheart,” came the sarcastic, angry response.

“You are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to an attorney—”

“—And you have the right to die, human,” Wydron growled and extended his right arm.

Lawrence’s right arm stretched to the side, to his surprise. “Nggggg. Wh-what are y-you doing?”

Wydron made a ball with his fist and extended his index finger.

“Obey. Detective Lawrence. Do not resist.”

Against his will, Lawrence bent his right elbow and buried the barrel of his gun against his own temple.

Wydron grunted, evilly, as his actions forced a terrified Lawrence to do the same. “You, Detective Lawrence, are a mouse... in a maze.”

“Ngggggg.”

Wydron took pleasure in teasing his index finger back and forth which, in turn, forced Lawrence’s forefinger to tease the trigger of his own gun.

“Look at you,” Wydron continued to the astonishment of everyone who watched. “Pathetic, human louse. Nothing but a puppet, whose only purpose in life is to serve his master.”

Lawrence struggled with his own arm and screamed for his life as his index finger pulled on the trigger of his own gun. “Noooooo—”

Bam-splatch.

The left side of Lawrence’s head split apart and vomited his brains against the far wall, splattering the Octopus Eight logo in clumps of thick, red gore.

Wydron grabbed his scythe in both hands and tore through Lawrence’s abdomen, splitting him in two.

“Open fire,” Cohen said, as Wydron held out his left hand to the sidewalk.

“No.”

Bee struck the match and shouted at the monstrosity dressed in black at the bottom of the staircase.

“Hey, asshole.”

Wydron looked up the stairs and saw the bright, orange flame burning at the end of her fingers.

“Aphrodite?”

“The next time you try to hook up with a fucking deity, make sure you’re well equipped, fuckhead.”

Wydron slammed the butt of his scythe onto the relic, smashing it to pieces.

“Oh my God, no,” Clive said. “No, no, no—”

“—I will find you,” Wydron growled with a menacing grin. “I’ll find you.”

Bee’s mask burned bright against the naked flame. “See you in hell.”

She chucked the lit match down the stairs. The lit end slapped against the floor, igniting the gasoline on the floor.

Fling—wvhooom.

The reception area burst into flames, setting Wydron’s cloak on fire. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he squealed.

Clive shoved Bee and Gail over to the window. “Quick, get out.”

He helped Bee up first as she draped one leg over the window ledge.

Clive pointed at the trash cans, below “Jump. In the trash. Go, go, go.”

Bee slid off the edge and plummeted down.

Gail took Clive’s hand and stepped up to the window. “What’s going on?”

“I’ll explain later, just jump.”

Clive grabbed the window frame just in time to hear the dozens of officers open fire on his premises.

Wydron’s flaming body and gown whirled around on the spot as the bullets bounced off him. His swinging scythe smashed against the walls, just as the flames licked toward the Bugatti and hit the fuel tank.

Cohen backed up and screamed. “Oh, shit. Get back. Everybody, get the fuck back—”

Kra-baaaang.

The Bugatti exploded, reducing all but two of the firing police officers to fiery balls of flesh and bone. The office walls burst apart, shifting the structure of the building away from the ground.

The force of the explosion pushed Cohen backwards with such force that he landed head-first against the road and passed out.

“Guuuhh.”

The cars parked outside blazed into the hot, summer air. Cohen’s officers had been crushed to death or reduced to smoldering balls of charcoal.

One of two surviving officers focused on Lawrence’s burning, skull-smashed corpse. “Jesus Christ. What the fuck is going on, here? I c-can’t even—”

Before he could proclaim his disbelief, a giant, black butterfly fluttered out of the burning storefront. Its random trajectory was vicious, fluttering around, and getting closer to the unconscious Cohen’s face.

The officer turned from the passed-out Cohen to the butterfly and aimed his gun at it. “Wh-what’s happening?”

The black butterfly expanded its wings and headed for the clouds.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

The blue SUV drove down a backstreet at full speed. Clive focused on the road and, about to lose his mind, checked every single mirror in an attempt to see if they were being followed.

“Jeez, that was close.”

“He took out most of the CVPD,” Bee said.

“No, he didn’t,” Clive snapped. “You did with the match. All that gasoline and fumes. The Roadz app will have to re-do their map feature, now.”

Gail wept like a little girl in the passenger seat. “Can somebody please tell me what the hell is going on?”

“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” Bee said from the backseat. “A little prick nearly screwed over our plans. That’s what’s going on.”

“That literally makes no sense. Why did you torch the office?”

“Actually, there’s no literal about it,” Bee said. “Shit, why do Gen Z’ers always say that word?”

“Gail?” Clive snapped.

“What?”

“I wanna know why you broke in. What were you doing at the office, anyway?”

Gail swallowed her turmoil and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I came to tell you that I was quitting.”

“What?” Clive barked. “Why?”

“Because you raped me.”

Bee’s eyes lit up with glee as she chanced a joke. “Well, fuck me, Dad. I know you’re no Lothario, but I wasn’t expecting that.”

Clive slammed the steering wheel. “I didn’t rape you—”

“—Oh, who gives a fuck?” Bee screamed. “Take me home and both of you get hiding. Do you want everything completely ruined before tomorrow night?”

Clive caught his reflection in the rear view mirror as the blue SUV hit the freeway.

“I think we’re okay. It’ll take them hours to find out what happened. I don’t think anybody saw us.”

Gail hyperventilated and reached for the passenger door handle.

“Oh, God. Oh, God,” she squealed at the top of her lungs. “Let me outta here. I need to get outta here—”

Clive looked over his shoulder and kept an eye on the road.“What are you doing now?”

She yanked on the handle and the door flung open, taking her with it. “Yaarrgghhh.

Bee scrambled forward and hopped into the passenger seat. “Dad?”

“What?”

“Shall we just let her kill herself?”

“Fuck no,” Clive snapped. “Are you crazy? We need her.”

“Oh, yeah I forgot,” Bee said, nonchalantly, and turned to the terrified girl hanging from the door. “Yeah, we need you.”

“Arrgggghhh.”

“Stop fucking screaming and stressing. The baby will end up with birthmarks!”

Gail hung for dear life on the swinging door, the tips of her sneakers burning across the speeding road. “I want t-to die.”

Bee scoured at the petrified woman. “You wanna die, huh?”

Gail’s sneakers burned rubber against the speeding ground. “I want to die.”

“Then let go, for Christ’s sake.”

The speeding road punched at Gail’s feet, forcing her thighs up to her chest. Bee chuckled with disdain and held up her middle finger at the traumatized woman.

“There. That’s what I think of suicide, you ignorant whore.”

The rest of Bee’s fingers extended to form a hand, which she offered to Gail. “Ohhh, come on, then. Take my hand.”

“Uggghhhh, help.”

“I’m trying,” Bee said. “You had a temporary case of retardation, but I think you’ve seen the error of your ways.”

Neeaaawwwww.

An oncoming car sped past Gail and nearly took her right leg away from her hip. “Aaaoooowwww. Fuck.”

“Dad?” Bee asked.

“Yeah?”

“Close the fucking door for me, would you?”

Clive looked to his right and grimaced. “Hold on.”

“Yeah, that’s good advice for her.”

Clive locked the steering wheel to the left, forcing the passenger door to swipe shut. Gail flung herself forward and rolled onto the little girl’s lap.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Bee yelped. “Get your face away from my thighs. At least buy me dinner first.”

Whump.

The door slammed shut as Clive spun the wheel to the left and floored the gas. “Would you two stop flirting and behave yourselves, please?”

Gail bawled her eyes out on Bee’s lap and tried to catch her breath.

“That’s the Bee’s knees right there, huh Gail?”

The joke didn’t help to allay the poor woman’s turmoil.

Bee held her gaze on the traumatized woman and tried not to laugh. “It’s not me. Look at her. She’s trying to eat me out.”

“That’s not funny, Mom,” Clive snapped.

Gail wiped her eyes and threw Clive a look of confusion. “Huh? Mom?”

Bee pushed Gail’s head against the glove compartment. “Get your face out of my pussy, you fucking dyke.”

“Ugh, I’m s-sorry, I j-just—”

“—Yuh-yuh,” Bee mocked. “I’m sowwie, I’m just a nasty lesbian who can’t keep my tongue in my overly made-up, suicidal face. Goddamn teenagers.”

“Bee?” Clive asked. “Fun’s over. Get in the back. Let Gail sit down properly.”

“Pfft.”

Bee and Gail exchanged evil glances before the former grabbed the passenger seat and climbed into the back.

“I’m bringing you back home,” Clive said. “Then Gail and I will go someplace else and figure this all out.”

The moment he stopped talking, he noticed Gail staring at him.

“What are you looking at?”

“I’m not sure, anymore,” Gail said. “B-But your f-face? It’s all…”

Bee rolled her eyes and snorted. “Oh. Here we go again with the fucking looks. Jeez, is that all you modern women ever look for in a guy, these days?”

Gail focused on Clive’s unusually youthful visage. “Do you moisturize?”

“Oh, sure,” Clive snapped as he concentrated on the road. “I always make sure I’m worth it before I commit arson. I find it helps me concentrate.”

Gail tried to respond, but couldn’t find the words.

 

***

 

The Freeway Five Estate felt eerily quiet to those in the blue SUV as it rolled to a stop by the empty playground.

The sun hung behind the ashen third tower, ready to set for the day, which only added to the sense of doom pervading the air.

Gail squinted at the graffiti on the climbing frame, swings, and slides. “Slorter” had been spray painted several times on all of them, as if some mad, obsessive compulsive feared those who visited might not get the message.

Bee climbed out of the car and approached the driver’s window. “Roll the window down.”

A roll of warm air fled through the window as it rolled down.

“You can’t come up, now. The first thing the cops are gonna do is run a trace on our apartment, looking for you.”

“You’re right.”

“Don’t worry, though. I’ll be ready for them if they come.”

“Okay,” Clive said. “I dunno where I can go?”

“It doesn’t matter where you go, as long as you lay low and don’t get found. I don’t want you holed up in jail. That’ll be a disaster.”

Bee thought for a second, and then laid eyes on Gail.

“Go back to her place.”

“What?” Gail asked, surprised.

“You need to look after Clive,” Bee said. “From now until midnight, tomorrow.”

Bee’s comment angered the girl in the passenger seat.

“Why should I help either of you?”

Clive closed his eyes and lamented the day he was born. “Ah, jeez.”

“Why should you help us?”

Gail held her stony look of venom at the girl’s face. “Yeah. Why?”

Bee nudged Clive and chuckled. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah. I did.”

“She wants to know why she should help us?”

“Seems so.”

“Hmm,” Bee thought aloud and played up the dramatics. “I mean, I could tell her that if she chose not to do it, that I’d fist her up to my elbow so violently that I would be able to grab her womb, yank it right out of her cunt, and use the useless tube of flesh to strangle her. That’s what I’d tell her.”

Gail trembled and felt like vomiting. “You’re sick in the head.”

“But I’m not gonna tell her that, because I don’t have to, do I?” Bee asked Clive.

He simply shook his head and resigned himself to his own fate. “No. You don’t.”

Bee offered a polite grin to the woman in the passenger. “Quite simply, Gail, it’s in your best interest to help us. I’m sure my boy will find time to explain everything while you’re huddled together somewhere secret.”

Gail folded her arms in defiance. She had little choice but to accept her fate, and deep, down in her gut, she knew as much. “Whatever.”

“Hey, Gail?” Bee said.

“What?”

“Look after my boy, okay? Make sure he doesn’t come to any harm.”

Gail bit her lip and felt like crying. Today’s events were so extraordinary, though, that she demanded an explanation.

Bee tapped the car with her knuckle. “Oh, and get rid of this piece of shit car, too. In fact, get rid of anything that might be connected to us.”

Clive blurted like a petulant child. “Yes, okay. I will.”

Bee leaned in through the window and pursed her lips. “Come here and gimme a kiss.”

“Okay.”

Clive pecked her on the lips and smiled.

“See you tomorrow,” Bee said. “Don’t be too early. But definitely don’t be late.”

“I won’t.”

Satisfied with Clive’s response, she pushed herself away from the car, pulled the back of her skirt down, and made her way to the first tower.

Gail watched through the windshield as the youngster made her way across the playground.

“Are you going to tell me what the fuck is going on?”

Clive started the engine and pushed the stick into reverse. “Of course I am. It’s a long story.”

“I’m sure it is,” Gail said. “But you’d better fucking explain or I’m going straight to the cops.”

“I don’t think you’ll do that, Gail.”

“Why not?”

Clive threw the gear into drive, and hit the gas. “Half of them were wiped out back at the office. You saw what happened. You’re involved, now. No going back.”

 

***

 

A thoroughly disheveled Gail unlocked the door to her apartment and held it open for Clive.

“Come in, then.”

“Thanks.”

She closed the door behind her and followed him into the front room.

Although Clive had spent the previous night at her apartment, he’d never been in the front room.

Much like her bedroom, it faced the town’s west side. Way ahead in the distance, the five tower blocks that formed the Freeway Five Estate bleared into one fuzzy mesh of concrete.

The heat rising up from the town produced a rippling effect against most of the buildings.

Gail moved over to the kitchen, which lined the opposite wall. Clive looked around and smiled at the open-plan apartment.

“Very modern.”

“Yeah. I’ll fix you a drink,” Gail said. “God knows I could use one myself.”

Only Clive knew the truth of what had happened last night. When he watched her walk to the kitchen counter, he couldn’t fail to notice her shapely behind underneath her hugging jeans.

The woman was beautiful, to be sure; vibrant, youthful, and certainly—until recently—unmolested by the rigors of Chrome Valley. For girls like Gail, the Valley would eventually have its wicked way with them, sooner or later.

It was simply a matter of who’d perpetrate it, and when. Clive felt indifferent to this idea. The distinction between good and bad was a line he’d crossed decades, if not centuries, ago.

Plonk-plonk-fizz.

Gail dropped two ice cubes into two vodka glasses and poured a plain, white liquid into them.

“I have a feeling you may have drugged me,” Gail said, keeping her eyes on the drinks.

“What makes you think that?”

She turned around and produced a used, plastic capsule in the shape of a bullet. “I found this behind the kettle earlier.”

Clive scratched the back of his head and tried his best to lie. “Uh, what’s that?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. This is Prizm. It’s everywhere. I ask again Did you drug me last night?”

“No,” Clive said. “I’d never do that.”

Gail’s facial reaction told Clive everything he needed to know. “Liar.” She crushed the plastic in her fingers and tossed it onto the counter.

Clive wiped his face and felt the heat of the summer cling to his skin. “I’m not a liar.”

Gail carried a glass in each hand and walked over to him. “I may not have been with you for very long, McCord—”

“—Please, call me Clive.”

“No, we’re past that, now,” she said. “Here. Take your drink. Looks like you need it.”

Clive and Gail held their respective glasses to their lips and slowly sipped their alcoholic beverage. She stared into his eyes and wondered if he’d flinch first.

He didn’t.

“You’re good, you know,” she said. “You’re very good.”

“How do you mean?”

“You really think you have me over a barrel, don’t you? Well, let me tell you something, Clive. You don’t. I’m smarter than that. I’m not one of your patients who’s all confused in the head and can’t figure it all out.”

“I never said you were.”

“I have the feeling you don’t want inside my panties,” she said, softly. “I think you’d rather get inside my head.”

Clive gave consideration to his answer and scrunched his face. “In an ideal world I’d get inside both.”

“This isn’t an ideal world, right?”

Clive snorted and held his glass up for approval before downing the rest of his drink. “You can say that again.”

Gulp.

“You have some explaining to do,” she said. “I figure you owe me that much.”

“What would you like to know?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Let’s start with why you torched the office?”

“I needed to get rid of evidence.”

“Why?”

“Because we can’t have any comebacks now that everything is coming to an end. I can’t get found out. I need everything erased, no record of us ever being here.”

Gail threw him a look of confusion. “We?”

“Me and Bee.”

Gail walked away and sat at the edge of her bright yellow couch. “Oh, right. Your weird daughter. How old is she, again?”

“She’s thirteen,” Clive said, before succumbing to the desire to relay the truth. “Actually, no, that’s a lie. She’s not thirteen at all.”

“Oh no?”

“No.”

“Well, how old is she?”

“A little over thirteen-hundred years-old.”

Gail exploded with laughter and clapped her hands together. “Oh, that’s a good one. Now I know you’re lying.”

“No,” Clive said with no hint of humor. “It’s true.”

“Okay, smart-ass. Why did you call her mom, back there?”

“I didn’t?”

“Yes, you did,” Gail said, mocking Clive’s voice. “Okay, Mom. Yes, Mom. Three bags full, Mom. You definitely called her mom, back there in the car.”

“Ugh.”

Clive scratched his head again and looked out of the window. The room seemed to swing like a rocking horse, back and forth, ever-so-slightly.

“That was an accident.”

“Why won’t you look at me when you answer me?” Gail asked from behind.

“You know how sometimes you think back to when you were at school, and you called the gym teacher daddy? Or the art teacher mommy? And all the kids laughed at you?”

“I used to call my woodwork teacher daddy all the time just to see the look on his stupid face,” Gail said. “I think he had the hots for me.”

Clive pressed his hands on the window pane and looked through his own reflection. “Yeah. It’s kind of like that.”

God damn, Clive thought, his reflection really did look way younger than he thought he was. He traced his fingertip down the pane as if feeling for his own face. “The mind is a terrible thing to waste.”

Gail’s voice rumbled from the reflection in the window. “I agree. It’s an even worse thing to offer to someone on a plate.”

“Amen to that,” Clive whispered. “Gail?”

“Uh-huh?”

The walls seemed to close in around him as he spoke.

“I, uh—I think I need to lie down. My head hurts. My body hurts.”

“Sure, let’s go to the bedroom.”

 

***

 

A shirtless Clive hunched over the bedroom chair and pulled off his socks. He draped his shirt and jeans over the back, and folded his socks together.

Gail pulled the sheet away from the right side of her double bed and fluffed the pillow. “I think a little lie down will do you good.”

Clive walked over to the bed dressed only in his red underwear. Gail didn’t fail to notice the bulge at the front, and felt her heart begin to race.

“How are you feeling?”

“Okay. A little tired. Aching all over.”

Clive’s imperfections seemed to have all but disappeared. The moles she had noticed last night had gone, and his barely-there six pack seemed to have pushed to the surface.

“I’ll be okay. I think I just need to close my eyes.”

Gail walked around the bed and slid her hands around his waist. “Let me look at you.”

Her eyes lifted up and down. “Have you lost height?”

“Huh?”

“I mean, I can understand losing weight. But height?”

Clive heaved and cleared his throat. “Please, can I just rest?”

“Oh. Sure.”

She patted the bed and stepped out of his way. “Do you usually sleep with your underwear on?”

“No, not usually. I usually sleep naked if I’m in my own bed.”

Gail smiled and pushed her maternal prowess to the fore. “It’s okay. You can take them off. Nothing I haven’t seen before, anyway.”

Clive planted his butt on the mattress and gently pushed the back of his head on the pillow. “Mmm. That’s better.”

Gail sat next to him and ran her fingers through his hair. “Feeling better, now?”

“Uh, yes. You’re a regular Florence Nightingale, huh?”

“Well, the clue is in my name, right?” she chuckled.

Clive felt it was weird that she exhibited such kindness. Only an hour ago the girl had tried to kill herself. He had no choice but to fully submit to her, and her newly-acquired matrimonial ways.

“Look at you,” she said, softly. “If I didn’t know any better I would swear you were in your twenties.”

Clive shuffled, close to outright slumber. “Hmm?”

“I showed a picture of you to my friend, Chloe Armstrong. She’s a student at Chrome Junction. We joke about having the hots for silver foxes, and I had to get her opinion of you.”

Clive closed his eyes and licked his lips, preparing to drift off. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. She’s hooked up with some big time hotshot called Manning. That inventor guy who’s all over the news.”

“Xander,” Clive said. “Xander Manning. He used to be a patient of mine.”

“Yeah, that’s him. You and him must be the same age.”

“Uh-huh. What did she say about me?”

“She said you’re kinda cute. Her father’s age, but still.”

Clive scanned the side of her leg and saw a small box-shaped object poking through her jeans. “And what do you think, Gail?”

“Ha,” she snickered before her mood soured. “I think you’re a no-good, two-faced, lying piece of shit rapist.”

Clive felt a strangling sensation occur in his throat muscles. “My d-drink… you—”

“—Yeah, a little something to help you pass out while I call the police.”

“No, no—” Clive muttered as he clasped her shirt sleeve. “Don’t.”

Satisfied that she was in full control, Gail rose to her feet and reached into her jeans pocket.

“You raped me.”

“N-No—I d-didn’t—”

“—You roofied my drink and had your wicked way with me, Clive McCunt,” she snapped. “How does it feel when someone does it to you?”

Clive’s pupils dilated as the sweat bleached across his forehead. “I—I—huh?”

“When I went to the office, I found an envelope. A letter with my name on it, in your handwriting.”

“Y-Yes, I w-was going to b-bring it to you before we left—”

“—I think now might be a good time to read it, don’t you think?”

Her hand whipped out from her pocket, forcing a packet of something to fly out and land on the bed.

Gail scrambled for the box, but Clive grabbed it before she had a chance. He scanned the label and raised his eyes:

 

Plan C: Contraceptive Emergency.

You Should’ve Swallowed.

Now, swallow these.

 

Clive scrunched the box in his hand with such might that the silver foil twisted and splintered between his fingers.

He held up the packet and coughed up a wad of phlegm and spat it onto the carpet.

“What the fuck is this for? Did you take these?”

“Fuckin’ A right I did,” Gail snapped. “God damn it, what do you think—?”

Clive sat up straight and jumped to his feet, desperate for blood. Gail backed up. The furious man was much bigger than her in every respect.

“Why did you do that?”

Gail held out her hands in defense. “Don’t come any closer, Clive.”

“Oh, so now you call me Clive, huh? When you’re afraid something bad is gonna happen?”

Gail’s heart ballooned through her throat and threatened to explode. Beads of sweat ran down from her brow as Clive grabbed her wrist.

“Agh.”

“Why did you do that?” Clive roared in her face. “God damn it, do you know how fucking hard it was for me to do what I did? Scheming bitch.”

“Clive, p-please—”

“—Not so scheming now, are you?”

Clive grabbed the back of her head and threw her onto the bed. “Damn it, take your fucking jeans off. And your shirt. Do it, now.”

“Clive, no—”

“—I said take them off,” he growled. “Do it.”

Clive hooked his thumb under the elastic of his underwear, and stepped out of them. He wiped his nose across the three butterflies on his left wrist and slapped the side of his penis in readiness to attack her for a second time.

“I’m not gonna ask again, Gail. Take your clothes off.”

Gail shifted up the bed and tried to kick him away. “No!”

Clive walked around the bed and slapped her across the face. “Fucking shut up,” he gasped as he grabbed a bunch of her hair in his left hand, and held his penis with his right.

“Open your mouth.”

“Nuh-nuh—”

“—Open your fucking mouth. Now.”

Tears streamed from her eyes as he twisted her face to up his. Reluctantly, her jaw opened through her tears.

Clive bent his knees out and inserted himself into her mouth. “Suck it.”

Sobbing between his thighs, Gail tried her best to comply as he held her head with both hands.

“Mmmm, fuck.”

He reached to her belt with his free hand and unfastened it. Then, her jeans whipped off her legs and smacked against the wall.

“Keep sucking and open your legs.”

“Ngggg,” she groaned with her mouthful and tried to fight back with her hands. It was futile. Clive was much bigger and stronger than her.

“Damn it.”

He planted the butt of his palms on Gail’s face and pushed her head away from his groin.

“That’s enough.”

Now fully erect, he moved forward and grabbed at her legs.

“P-Please, Clive, don’t h-hurt m-me—”

“—I said shut up.”

Clive reached for the handcuffs on the bedpost and slid the wrist compartment open. “We need to rectify the grave mistake you made. Prizm doesn’t do shit to me. I’ve built up an immunity.”

“P-Please, Clive. D-Don’t—”

“—Open your fucking legs, now.”

“N-No,” she bawled, begging for mercy. “Please.”

Clive shuffled forward with his erect penis in his right hand, ready to attack.

“Gail? We can do this the easy way, or the hard way.”

Scraaaaaaape.

Each of the four walls creaked and shuffled around, closely mimicking Clive’s mood.

“Answer me.”

Scraaaaape.

Gail held her face and cried for hell. “You’re in my head.”

Clive pointed to his erect penis and chuckled evilly. “I was in your head. Now, I want inside you.”

“No—”

Clive grabbed her right ankle and twisted the girl around one hundred and eighty degrees. 

Clamp.

The handcuff clawed around her shin and locked her foot to the bedpost.

“No, no, p-please—”

“—Shut up,” Clive said as the four walls shunted forward. He yanked her left out by the ankle and exposed her genitals to his hips.

“You go behind my back and undo all the work we’ve done. Fuck you. Literally.”

Clive tore her panties off her waist and tossed them to the floor. With her genitals on full display as Clive spat into his palm and ran it over the head of his penis.

Bop-bop.

As Clive elbowed her knees out, he noticed a little black butterfly bouncing against the window pane, trying to get in.

“Fuck off,” he yelled, and returned to the task at hand.

Gail pushed him back with her hands. “Nooo.”

“Fuck you.”

He grabbed her left knee and tucked her ankle behind her head. Then, he lifted her right leg and bent it back under her arm. The effect of her torture resulted in her looking like a balled up, frozen chicken.

“Owww, it hurts. Please, Clive—”

Shunt-shunt-bop-bop.

All four walls croaked inward as the butterfly rammed itself against the window.

Clive placed his knee under her butt, spat into his palm, and used it to massage himself. He stared the terrified girl in the eyes and felt next to no emotion.

Gail’s cries turned to hiccups as she felt a thick, long slug slide between her legs and snake its way into her stomach.

“Nuuuhhhh,” she croaked, as the incendiary object infiltrated her entire body, sliding back and forth. She closed her eyes and held her breath, finally succumbing to a painful death.

Clive thrust forward, hard, and held his stance for a second—just long enough to hear Gail’s whimpers of submission, a cue for him to slide back out and ram inside once again.

“Uggggh,” he groaned as he forced himself on her again.

Gail’s mind fell to darkness as the walls closed in on them both. Every time the object buried into her guts, she felt her lungs turn to mush, and her bones melt into her flesh, before turning into a volcanic carcass of death.

“K-Kill m-me—”

“—Huh?” Clive gasped as he forced himself on her again.

“K-Kill m-me,” she repeated, softly, ready to die.

Grrooaaaann.

The lights in the room snapped off, shrouding the room in darkness. The moon’s beam flooded in the interior as Clive raped the crying girl on her own bed.

“Ugh, ugh, ugh,” he moaned as the black butterfly shimmied its wings. Glowing, green veins snaked out across its body as it humped the window.

“What the fuck—”

The butterfly’s head expanded, and produced a pair of lips, as it enacted Clive’s thrusting actions.

Do her, Clive. Fuck her hard.

Confused, Clive did his best to concentrate on making love to the woman. “I am, I am.”

I told you I’d find you, you asshole. Your bitch of a mother dares to summon me? You’ve unleashed a beast you’ll wish you’d have never seen.

Clive ignored the butterfly and scanned the three already on his wrist. The white, red, and black tattoos humped back and forth like a train, in time to Clive’s own movements.

Fuck us, Clive. Fuck us. There’s a good boy.

The bed’s headrest crunched forward as the wall squeezed into the mattress, folding it over Gail’s handcuffed ankle.

Critch-snap.

Clive fucked harder as Gail’s ankle and shin broke in half, sending her thigh pressing down to her head.

“What the fuck?” Clive gasped, as he looked down and witnessed his penis sink in and out of her vagina.

Teeeaarr.

The letter “C” carved into her skin, which bled down onto his penis as he pushed back in.

Then, the letters “H”, “R”, “I”, “S” and finally “T” formed a bloodied crescent over her groin.

Clive’s back inverted as he looked up and felt his testicles fill with a vinegar-like substance.

“Gaaaaaaah.”

The wall behind him crunched across the ground, forcing him over Gail’s front, and assuming the missionary position.

Before long, the scraping sound from all four walls ran so loud, it pierced through his brain. Looking down, Gail had stopped breathing.

Her face had sunk in, and her skin was a pale green.

The stinging sensation rushed out from his testicles, and shot into the base of his penis, as he pushed forward one last time.

“Guuuuh.”

All four walls slid closer until they met around the bed and crushed together.

Next was Clive, as he thrust his hips forward a final time and ejaculated inside Gail. “Gaaaaah.”

The walls met, crushing the two bodies together in a deathly tomb…

 

***

 

“Agh!”

Gail choked as she blasted into consciousness.

She pressed the spongy surface by her hips, relieved she had woken up. The mattress pinged back against her fingertips and she caught her breath.

“Oh, Jesus.”

She closed her eyes and attempted to calm herself down.

The green glare from her digital bedside alarm clock blanketed the right side of her face. She turned to read it — 5:59 am.

“My God,” she groaned. “My head.”

Shuffle—clink.

Her left leg shuddered as Gail turned to the window. The handcuff wrapped around her shin, trapping her to the bed. By her right foot, Clive lay fast asleep on his back.

“Damn it.”

She pushed her elbows into the mattress and propelled her top half over her legs. She grabbed at the handcuff and tried to open it, but it was no use—the contraption was locked, and without the key, escape was impossible.

“Bastard,” she whimpered.

She dug her heel in Clive’s ribs and coughed. “Wake up.”

Clive may as well have been dead. He remained asleep and barely made a sound.

“Ugh.”

A tear rolled down Gail’s cheek when she realized there was no way to escape. As she rolled to the side and wiggled her foot, she felt a strange, damp sensation on her thigh as she rolled back to her shoulders.

A damp, darkened wet patch from under her ass had hardened to a crust. She pressed her fingertip onto the fluid and held it under her nose.

“Jesus.”

Gail’s deepest, darkest fears were realized at once, and manifest in her lungs. She squealed so hard, her voice barely shot out of her mouth as she wept. “You bastard.”

Bzzzzz—bzzz—bzzz.

She shuddered the moment she heard the strange sound coming from the wall by the window. Her jeans lit up from inside the pocket.

Someone was calling her cell phone.

“Huh?”

Unable to leave the bed, she reached her left arm out and tried to grab at her jeans, but they were too far away.

“Fuck, fuck—help.”

Her hand waved around, inches away from the hem of her jeans leg. Determined to answer the call, she shifted her ass around and sidled to the edge of the bed. Her right foot flew over Clive’s forehead as she lowered her breasts to the carpet.

She saw her heel dig into the side of Clive’s pillow, and pushed her toes into his face. A pathetic kick, but one that made her feel better.

“Asshole.”

Bzzz-bzzz.

Her elbows slammed to the carpet as she used her free foot to push herself away from the bed. Her left, chained leg contorted at an angle, sending a muscular thunder of pain up her left side.

“Owwww.”

The cell phone stopped buzzing as she scraped the carpet in an attempt to reach her jeans.

It was no use—they were beyond reach. She knew she’d have to wake Clive up and get him to set her free, which would mean telling him where the keys to the handcuffs were.

Unfortunately for Gail, the keys were hidden under the carpet lining right by the bedside table.

“Ugghhh.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. The simple act of climbing back into bed would be a feat in itself.

She returned to her crumpled jeans once again and saw a white envelope a few inches below the zipper.

The envelope she’d taken from her desk drawer at the office. In a vain effort to snatch it, she hoisted herself forward and fanned out her fingers.

“Ngggggg.”

Her fingertips vibrated as she strained every sinew in her attempt to clutch it. The pain caused by the bizarre angle on her left leg punched its way up her ribs and into her head. “Aggghhhh.”

Snatch.

She pinched the end of the white envelope between her thumb and forefinger and yanked her elbow back, huffing and puffing as she relaxed every muscle in her body.

“My God,” she groaned. “Let this be over.”

She slid her thumbnail under the flap and tore the envelope open. The sharp, paper edge sprang up and seemed to offer her a way out without speaking.

If she was careful, and accurate, she could use it to slit her wrists and bleed out on the floor. Judging by Clive’s deep slumber, it’d be hours until he woke up—and then it would be too late to rescue her.

Gail held the envelope to her face and grinned, her mind set on pulling off the disappearing act of a lifetime.

She gripped the end of the paper inside and whipped it out of the envelope. Curious, she unfolded the paper and blinked the hazy sleep from her eyes.

 

Dear Gail,

If you’re reading this, then you’ll know that I have gone. I can’t tell you where. You’d never believe me if I told you, anyway. Just know I am safe.”

 

Gail choked as she lifted the paper from her face and focused on the sleeping Clive. “What the hell?”

She lifted the paper up and continued to read.

 

But I can tell you that you must stay safe, and refuse to locate me. It’s better you just move on with your life, and concentrate on looking after yourself and our child.

 

A mass confusion of thoughts flooded into her mind as she considered what she was reading. Even though she hadn’t read the message to the end, she knew it had been written by Clive. His messy handwriting gave the game away completely.

But then, the mention of our child had her inspect her belly. Nothing untoward came from it, except for the random squelch from inside her stomach.

“Our baby?” she whispered, before turning back to the letter.

 

It’s taken us so long to find you. Centuries of chasing, birthing, living, dying, and every time we go through the cycle it’s as if I have to start all over again, to convince you that I am who I say I am without scaring you away. But this time, I got you. I’m sorry I had to do what I had to do, but hopefully this message will compel you to acknowledge the truth.

 

Gail’s jaw dropped as she turned the paper and read the rest of his message. Her pupils dilated as they whizzed from left to right, and down each line.

“Oh, oh—”she cried. “Oh my God—”

Bop-bop-bop.

Gail took in a sharp intake of air as she watched the return of the tiny, green butterfly, ramming itself at the window.

Gail scrunched the letter in her hand and threatened to throw it at the creature. “What the hell are you?”

Whvooom.

The paper burst into flames in her open palm.

“Oh, God. God.”

The more Gail tried to blow the fire out, the worse the flames licked out in all directions.

Clive’s voice pounded at the sides of her skull as she tried to fling the fireball from her hand.

Remember when I told you that I could get inside your head?

“Help, help,” Gail yelled. “Somebody, please help me. Make it stop.”

Well, I meant every single word of it.

Gail kicked her right foot out and pushed her body away from the bed, completely failing to remember her left foot was chained to the headrest.

Her hip bone snapped and sliced through the skin on her waist as she kicked out. “Gaaoowww”

Ha, look at you, Gail. Always afraid. Always trying to run away from everything. I have an idea, though.

The bonfire in her palm crept along her wrist and exploded all the way up her arm. The second the fire reached her shoulder, her hair ignited and the flame chewed through the skin on her forehead.

Why don’t you stop running for once in your pathetic life? Confront your fate. Embrace it. Just give yourself to it completely and utterly. Submit.

Gail’s entire body caught fire on the carpet. The spread of the heat blasted across the bed sheet, and roasted up the walls.

You’re either with us, Gail, or you’re against us.

The back of her head slammed against the fiery carpet. The incessant, ugly sound of a choking newborn baby bounded around her stomach.

The infant gurgling morphed into a grotesque-sounding grunt of evil from within the pit of her stomach. “Mama?”

“Nuh-nuh—gwurghhh,” she yelped as she ran her fingertips down her face and scratched off the milky white substance that, until a few seconds ago, used to be her skin.

Like an ice cream in direct sunlight, Gail’s barbecuing body melted into the carpet in a fusion of ex-human and toxic ejaculate.

“Gwessshhhh—”

Her shoulders burst into flames and vomited her innards out from inside the busted neck cavity and splashed against the ceiling.

Splash.

 

***

 

A pair of eyelids lifted open to reveal a pair of startled, green eyeballs.

“Agh!”

Gail sat up in bed in an instant.

Sweat blasted down her face as her chest heaved in and out.

“J-J-Jesus Christ. What h-happened?”

Without warning, she felt around her face to make sure she was all right.

Everything was absolutely fine.

She whipped the bed sheet away from her naked body and inspected her belly and legs—to find that they were untouched.

A bead of sweat jumped off her cheek and landed on her belly button. She looked at her legs—neither of them were shackled.

Just a red circle mark around her left ankle.

Cuckoo—Cuckoo.

She jumped in her skin as the bedside alarm clock snapped to 6:00 am. “Jesus Christ.”

Her hand smacked the snooze button and cut the alarm off.

She calmed herself down and wiggled her toes, relieved to be free from the handcuff. Clive lay face-down on the pillow beside her, facing the other way.

Gail considered jumping out of bed, putting on her clothes, and running away—but something inside stirred her to act differently.

Gently, she ran her fingers through Clive’s hair and produced a half-smile. The man shuffled quietly, and licked his lips.

She took great care when standing to her feet and made her way over to the window. The orange sun had risen in the horizon and threw a blanket of warm, yellow haze over the buildings below.

“All you had to do was tell me, Clive,” she mouthed as if she’d seen God himself. “That’s all you had to do.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

~SUNDAY~

 

Clive awoke from his slumber, slowly. “Huh?”

He turned over and pressed his hands around the empty side of the bed.

Gail had gone.

“Oh, shit.”

Clive tore the bed sheet away from his naked body. He swung his legs over the edge and made for the bedroom door.

“Damn it. She’s gone. Fuck.”

The moment he grabbed the handle, he noticed a shiny, silver key in the lock. “What?”

Then, he turned to the bedpost and saw an opened handcuff hanging from it.

“Shit, shit.”

He turned the doorknob around and yanked the door inward and ran into the hallway.

“Gail?”

Sniff-sniff.

The unmistakable stench of fried eggs drifted up his nostrils, followed by a faint sizzling sound. He stepped forward and kept his eyes and ears open for whatever lay round the corner.

“Gail? Are you here?”

Clive reached the corner and paused for a moment. A small muttering sound crept into the corridor from within the kitchen.

“That was quite a night we had last night, eh? I dunno if you heard the news, but there was a hell of a commotion at the valley theater last night…”

Clive turned the corner and saw a naked ass and legs standing in front of the stove. A thin piece of fabric hung above the pair of buttocks he vaguely recognized.

Confused, he hollered at the woman. “Gail?”

The blond locks shuffled across her shoulders as she turned her head around. “Oh, there you are.”

“Uh, yeah?”

The radio on the kitchen counter played at full volume.

“Another glorious day here in the Valley, spoiled by all the death and tragedy over the past couple nights. First, the third tower at the Freeway Five, and now the theater. You’re listening to Steven Sibald on Widowmaker Radio, where all the weird folk come to die.”

Gail turned back, and spoke as she shook the frying pan in her hand. “I figured you’d wake up about now. I’m just fixing us some eggs.”

“Oh.”

“Why don’t you take a shower and we’ll talk?”

Clive backed away from the kitchen and cleared his throat. “Sure.”

“Here’s one to jog your memory from back in the day. It’s Phil Collins from back in the Genesis days, with Mama…”

 

Clive stepped into the shower and lifted his head up to the ceiling.

Sprissshhh.

The jets of warm water pummeled the muscles in his face, forcing them to soften and relax. Clive took a mouthful of water and spat it down his front, and then reached for the soap.

Blink-blink.

As his eyelids wiped the excess water from his eyes, he discovered a rectangular mirror attached to the wall.

“Huh?”

A teenage boy stared back at him. It was Clive McCord, for sure, but now his face looked like that of an adolescent.

“Holy shit,” he muttered as he felt around his cheeks. “I never used to look like this when I was growing up?”

He followed the streaking beads of water on his chin as they sluiced down to his chest. The hair around his nipples had gone, along with those on his abdomen.

“What’s happening to me?”

Inspecting further down, he slid his palm under his penis and lifted it up. The appendage was smaller than expected, but still sore from the night before.

His testicles weren’t hanging as low as they had even yesterday.

“Oh, God.”

 

***

 

A plate of eggs simmered on the white ceramic plate as it slid across the table and stopped underneath Clive’s nose.

“Thanks,” he said in a daze.

Gail unhooked her apron and draped it across the back of her chair. “No problem.”

He watched the naked woman take her seat at the opposite end of the table and reach for her fork.

Little in the way of conversation was forthcoming from either party.

It was bad enough that Gail had cooked breakfast and suggested he take a shower, especially after what had gone down last night. There must have been a reason why she wasn’t kicking his ass by now, he thought.

Clive picked up the fork and used the prongs to burst the yolk on the first egg, forcing its yellow blood to race out in all directions.

He didn’t feel like eating.

“I found the letter,” Gail said.

Clive looked up and stared into her eyes. “You did?”

“Yeah. I read it.”

“Okay.”

Gail dropped her fork to the plate and chewed the tiny amount of food she’d managed to throw into her mouth.

“I was going to ask why you couldn’t have just told me. But I’ve been thinking about it. About how absurd it all sounds. And how difficult it would have been to convince me.”

“Believe me, Gail, if it was that straightforward, I promise I would have told you. But I couldn’t take the risk of scaring you away.”

Clive wiped his face and, at that point, realized that both were naked at the table. Strangely, it didn’t feel out of place. After all, more peculiar things had gone down over the past twenty-four hours.

Clive offered the woman pathetic smile. “Can I ask you something?”

“Go on.”

“What convinced you?”

“What makes you think I’m convinced?”

“Well,” Clive nodded at her. “You haven’t run away and had me killed. You haven’t called the cops on me.”

“Nope.”

“You seem oddly at ease. I mean, after what I did to you, I figured—”

“—Stop talking, Clive,” she interjected, quietly. “You’ll make me mad if you keep on talking. What was it you said to me on Friday, back at the coffee store?”

She knew precisely what it was, but played up the delay of the answer for full effect.

“Oh , yes,” she continued. “The key to everything is to listen.”

“That’s right.”

“So, why don’t you just listen to what I have to say, and I’ll tell you what I think you want to know.”

Clive screwed his mouth shut and tried to fend off the feeling of having been busted. “Sure.”

Gail composed herself and took a deep breath.

“I wanted nothing more than to chew off my fucking foot so I could set myself free when you did what you did to me. And I would have done it. I would have crawled to the window and thrown myself out. It’s just as well you chained me to the bed, or else you’d be sitting at this table, alone, talking to an empty chair.”

Clive felt his skin begin to itch as Gail spoke, but didn’t dare interrupt.

“It was two things that convinced me, Clive,” she continued, recounting her recent past. “Your letter. It read like you were dead. Like I was supposed to read it when there was no chance of finding you. Now, if there’s anything I’ve learned from working with you, it’s that people behave a certain way when they’re telling the truth or telling a lie.”

Gail reached under her chair and pulled out the envelope. She placed it on the table and set her plate of eggs on top of it.

“I believe you meant to send this to me when you burnt the place down. But my guess is that I beat you to it.”

“Yes. You did.”

“Don’t interrupt me.”

Clive sat back and held out his hands in defense. “I’m sorry.”

Gail fought back the urge to cry and held the side of her hand to her lips. “The s-second thing is… you.”

“Me?”

Gail nodded and closed her eyes, leaving a thoroughly discombobulated Clive to look anywhere other than in her direction.

She whimpered hard as she tried to put her point across.

“When I woke up just before six this morning my foot wasn’t cuffed to the bed. You freed me. I could have straddled your stomach and used my body weight to stop you escaping. I could have smothered you with the pillow. Cut off your fucking oxygen and killed you. No jury would’ve convicted me. Any forensic examiner would have told a jury what you did to me. Any lawyer worth a shit would convince a jury to bring you back to life just so the Valley could execute you a second time.”

Clive chanced a question, inadvertently antagonizing her further. “Why didn’t you?”

“Because I find myself sitting at my kitchen table, naked, with what looks like a fifteen-year-old fucking child staring right back at me, Clive.”

Clive continued to look her right in the eyes. He said nothing, which forced her to explain her actions.

“Jesus, look at you,” she said. “A couple of hours ago I found a teenager in my bed but I’m looking at you now. Even your voice has changed.”

It wasn’t until she’d suggested it that he felt his vocal cords lift. “Has it?”

“You’re a child, Clive. I don’t know what’s happening, or why it’s happening to you, but you’re different. No five o’clock shadow, not even a hint of stubble. You’ve lost all semblance of your manhood. Everything in your letter to me is happening, unless it’s a fucking magic trick I don’t know about.”

“It isn’t.”

“How do I know you’re not Clive’s son?” Gail gasped. “That your father raped me and knocked me out, and you’re his long-lost son who’s in on some sick, fucked-up game, and snuck into my bed?”

“No, Gail. It is me.”

“Is it?” she asked, fearing the worst. “You don’t have a son?”

“I don’t have any children. You know that.”

“Then explain your fucking daughter to me,” Gail squealed through her turmoil. “You explain her.”

“She’s not my daughter, Gail.”

Gail buried her head in her hands and cried hard into her fingers. “I knew it. You’re a goddamn pedophile.”

Clive moved off the chair and walked over to her in haste. “What? No, it’s nothing like that. Bee isn’t my daughter, and she’s certainly not my lover.”

“I need you to tell me who she is, Clive. It’s messing with my head, and I need to know.”

“I promise you’ll find out when the time comes.”

Gail cleared her throat and watched the naked boy stand in front of her. He held out his soft, small hands and invited her to take them.

She cast her eyes up and down his smooth body. Not a hair to be found anywhere, other than the perfectly jet-black, gray-less hair on his head.

“My God, Clive,” she stammered as she took his hands in hers. “What’s happening to you?”

His voice shifted up as he spoke. “It must be after ten, now, which means I’m fourteen going on thirteen.”

Gail couldn’t find the words for a response. She stared at his face and pulled him forward.

“For every hour that passes I lose a year. I’m not growing old now that I’ve caught them, Gail. I’m growing young.”

He turned his left hand over and lifted his wrist to her face. “The first butterfly is white. The second one is red. And this third one is black.”

“What are you talking about?” Gail asked.

“Penelope, Warren, Fatima. While I can still remember, and I’m still able to speak, I figure you should know,” he said, as he pointed to each one. “Disease. War. Famine. Sound familiar?”

“I don’t know anymore.”

“All I need is the fourth. And then it’s all over.”

“The fourth?”

“You remember yesterday when we ran into each other, and me and Bee were torching the office?”

“Yes?”

“The fourth one, death, visited us. But we escaped.”

Gail teared up as she ran her hands over the boy’s shoulders. An invasive sensation of doom filled her heart, which forced her to cry even harder.

“Are you G-God?”

Clive squeaked in his boy’s voice. “Don’t ask me a question like that.”

She hugged him tight and rested her chin on top of his head. “I won’t let anything hurt you, Clive. Just tell me what I need to do.”

The pair embraced as tight as they could muster. His small frame against hers rendered them looking like mother and son.

He moved his head back and offered a smile. “Midnight, tonight. I need you to take me home.”

“Okay.”

Clive scrunched his face like an immature child. “I know what’s going to happen. Throughout the day I’m going to grow smaller, hour by hour. There will be a point where you’ll stop recognizing me. Eventually, there’ll be a point where I stop remembering what’s happened. Soon after that I’ll probably stop speaking, and walking. I can’t go home until the very end because the police are after us and death is coming.”

“Death?”

“Yes,” Clive said. “He’s only after me. When I collected Famine, it alerted him to me. He’s not interested in Bee. You have to look after me, Gail. I need to be home just before midnight, and I swear everything will make sense.”

“Okay.”

“After that? You’ll flee the valley, and the rest of your life is your own.”

Gail trembled. “Is this my fate? Does it have to do with my family?”

“Yes,” Clive submitted. “It does. It’s taken us ages, literally, to find you. I don’t even know what happens once it’s all over, but it will be for the better. I know that much.”

Gail wiped a tear from her cheek and braved a smile. “You heard what the radio said, earlier, right?”

“Yes. Lester told me what he was going to do. I also know where he is. I want to go there and tie up the loose ends.”

Gail stroked the teenager’s face and felt a pang of maternal instinct kick inside. “Okay. Just tell me what you need. Go and get dressed and we’ll go where you need to be.”

Clive giggled and winked at her. “Okay. Mom.”

“Mom?”

He ran across the kitchen and made for the bedroom. “Yeah. If anyone asks. The age and size difference.”

“Oh. Right.”

 

Clive jumped into the bedroom and gathered his clothes from the floor.

He pulled his underwear up his legs and snapped the elastic around his waist. “Huh. Feels pretty good.”

Next up were his jeans.

He threw his left leg in, and then his right, and pulled the flaps together and buckled them.

“Huh. Too loose?” he said, before seeing the legs trailed off over the end of his feet. “And too long?”

He yanked the belt through the holes, and past the flaky leather that housed the hole he usually used.

Two more holes slid across the buckle; the belt tighter than usual.

“There, that’s perfect,” he said.

He slung his shirt over his arms to discover that it was at least two sizes too big for his torso. “Ugh, this is gonna suck,” he said as he buttoned up the front.

Gail walked into the room and clocked him in her periphery vision as she reached the window.

Clive held out his arms and kicked his sneakers between his feet. “Hey, mom?”

“Oh. Yes?”

“How do I look?”

The woman scanned the boy dressed in the baggy clothes that used to fit him perfectly. The shirt sleeves draped over his wrists.

His jeans were now far too long in the leg.

Gail chuckled and covered her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

“What?”

“Well, you look like your profession,” she said. “It’s kinda ironic.”

“What do you mean?”

“Shrink.”

“Huh?”

“Well, you’re a shrink who’s shrinking.”

Clive huffed like a spoiled brat and slammed his arms to his sides. “That’s not fair.”

“You’re right about that. It’s also not real, either. I swear to God I must still be asleep.”

“Nah, I don’t think so.”

Clive slipped on his sneakers and was angry to find they, too, were a little on the larger side. “Oh, Mom. Look at my sneakers.”

“Yeah, they are a bit too big for you, now,” Gail said. “Clive?”

He looked up at her with a wide-eyed, innocent look on his young face. “Yeah?”

“Please don’t call me mom.”

“Why?”

“Not when we’re alone, at any rate.”

“Why not?”

Gail picked her panties off the floor and stretched them out, ready to step into them. “Because I’m carrying your baby. I dunno. It just freaks me out.”

 

The Priestley Center
for Artistic Excellence

 

Gail held Clive’s hand as they approached The Galleria, the main art hall in the opulent Jacobean building.

The giant roman numeral-faced clock struck midday as they entered through the double doors with scores of other fathers, mothers, and their children. There was little doubt in anyone else’s mind that Gail and Clive looked like mother and son.

Now a pre-teen at twelve years of age, Clive gripped her hand and raised his eyes at the beautiful works of art in the reception.

A giant horse in mid-gallop took center stage, right next to a stone statue of the founder of the gallery: Jake Priestley.

“Wow, Mom,” Clive said. “Look at that big horse.”

“Oh, yes. That’s very nice.”

Excited, the twelve-year-old Clive pulled Gail forward. “C’mon, let’s see the artwork. Lester said he was going to be here. And Bee said she sent a picture into the competition.”

 

Scores of paintings and drawings lined the east-facing wall of the main viewing gallery.

Pictures of people, objects, and landscapes; from crayon renditions, to pencil sketches, all the way to full-blown watercolor paintings.

The sides of the eastern wall seemed to never end. Those admiring the work had a lot of entries to get through.

Today, the Priestley Center for Artistic Excellence was full of attendees. Most of the youngsters were there with their parents, all trying to find their individual entries amongst the vast array of submissions.

Penny Leatherbarrow, the curator, approached the attendees and cleared her throat.

“Most of the submissions from Chrome Junction Elementary are to the left, if you’d like to follow me.”

Clive jumped up and down in his giant sneakers and pointed at the woman. “Let’s follow her. Iris said she would be here, too. Her kid has an entry in the competition.”

Gail raised her eyes in shock. “Are you telling me that both Iris and Lester are here?”

“Duh,” Clive spewed like the child he now was. “Yeah.”

“Don’t talk to me like that,” Gail snapped. “Act your age.”

“I am acting my age, Mommy,” Clive giggled.

As the pair walked into the gallery room, Clive stopped and pointed at a beautiful six-year-old girl checking out the wall of pictures.

“Look, that’s Lester’s kid. Her name is Samantha.”

“Well, let’s not disturb them, okay?” Gail said. “I don’t think we want anyone recognizing us.”

 

Samantha moved forward and scanned the hundreds of pictures hanging on the wall. “Mom?”

“Yes, sweetie?”

“I think my one is over there.”

Sam tugged her mother’s arm and escorted her with great excitement through the line of onlookers. “Look. There it is. That’s my one.”

Clive and Gail traced the end of her finger to an immaculately drawn rendition of the Venus de Milo.

“Whoa,” Gail said. “Lester’s kid is talented.”

Clive snickered and shook his head, trying to push his inner adult to the fore. “I know. I always said the same thing to him.”

The curator, Penny Leatherbarrow, walked up to Samantha and her mother, Manny, and waved at them. “Hello, young lady.”

“Hi,” Manny said.

Clive released Gail’s hand and focused his attention on Penny’s eyes, who scanned the silver jewelry hanging around the girl’s neck.

“That’s a nice necklace,” Penny said.

Clive mouthed what the woman had said, and then felt his heart jump. “That’s a nice necklace.”

“Thanks,” Sam said. “My dad gave it to me.”

“That’s nice,” Penny said. “So, did you find your entry?”

“Yes, yes,” Sam chirped, pointing at the pencil drawing right in the corner of the wall.

It loomed ten foot high; out of reach, and difficult to see properly.

“That’s my one.”

Manny smiled and allowed her daughter a moment of self-congratulation.

“Which one?” Penny asked.

“The one up there. Without the head and arm.”

Penny squinted, along with Manny, and finally clapped eyes on Sam’s drawing. For such a young mind, the skill and accuracy of the lifelike pencil sketch was eerie.

Clive covered his mouth and heaved. “The relic?”

“Oh, yes,” Penny said. “I remember when we received this one a couple of weeks ago. Very reminiscent of the Venus de Milo.”

“What is that?” Sam asked.

“A very famous Greek marble statue,” Penny explained. “Although it has a head, unlike your picture.”

 

Clive closed his eyes and strained every muscle in his face.

In the darkness, a white contour scissored out into the shape of Lester, before filling in with a thousand different colors.

Before long, Clive imagined Lester talking to him from the client’s chair in his office.

“I did something I shouldn’t have done, Dr. McCord.”

Clive muttered with his eyes closed. “What did you do, Lester?” 

“I entered my daughter’s picture into a competition just to spite her parents. I did it to make her like me again, so she’d think I was the good guy in her life.

The ghost-like rendition of Lester turned his head to the relic on the desk.

“B-But—” Clive mouthed. “Death destroyed it. And he’s going to destroy you—”

The room filled with light, forcing Clive to open his eyelids. “Oh, shit.”

 

Penny Leatherbarrow bleached into his vision as she smiled at Samantha.

“No,” Clive hushed, careful not to draw attention to himself. “Oh, Jesus.”

“Your father sent it in on your behalf, if I remember correctly?” Penny asked the girl.

“Yes, he did.”

“Well, it’s just as well he was brave enough to have done so, young lady. It’s been selected as a finalist in this afternoon’s competition.”

“Really? Wow.”

Penny approached the picture and squinted at the signature at the bottom. “Samantha?”

“Yes, yes, that’s me. ”

“Young artists usually put their surname on their work, too.”

Sam thought about her response and turned to her mother to see if she approved.

“Sure, honey.”

“Cleverley,” Sam said with pride. “Samantha Cleverley.”

“Very well,” Penny said. “Samantha Cleverley. We’ll take a note of it. Best of luck with the competition.”

The girl could barely contain her excitement. “Mom? Do you like it?”

Manny chuckled, knowing full well her daughter had a gift. In contrast to the other pieces on the wall, Sammy’s was, by far, the best of the bunch.

“It’s… different.”

Most of the others in attendance knew it, too.

 

Clive’s ears pricked up when he heard a young boy shriek with delight at the other end of the line.

“Mom, mom. Look.”

The six-year-old boy hopped up and down with excitement as he pointed to his pencil sketch of what looked like a truck with dead bodies littered around it.

His mother, a beautiful, olive-skinned black woman in her forties, smiled at the drawing. “Is that the picture you drew in Mrs. Tan’s art class?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“She showed it to me when I came to pick you up.”

Clive couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “Iris?” he muttered, a little louder than he’d expected.

The woman’s name was Iris Goddard. When she heard her name being called, she looked to her side and caught who’d said it—a cherubic eleven-year-old boy, struggling for words, whom she didn’t recognize.

“Do I know you?” Iris asked Clive.

“Uh, no?”

“You do know it’s rude to call people by their first names, don’t you?” Iris asked, before returning to her son’s enjoyment of discovering his own artwork. “It’s a very strange picture, Sam, honey.”

Just then, everybody in the room slowed to a halt and seemed to pause all around Clive. He focused on the statuesque Iris with her finger pointing to the picture up above her head.

Iris’s voice shattered across the ceiling as Clive looked around.

There’s something you need to understand, too, Dr. McCord.

“What?” Clive said, as he examined the perfectly statuesque attendees, suspended in motion.

If you’ve done something, or you’re thinking of doing something, to stop me in my quest for vengeance, then I’m going to have to kill you.

Clive blinked at Iris’s smiling, paused face. The third tower at the Freeway Five had exploded. Iris had revealed she might visit the estate to enact vengeance, and here she was, two days after the fire, alive and well with her son.

“Oh.”

You think about that, Dr. McCord. You ponder. Okay?

“So you didn’t kill him, after all? You didn’t jump?”

Blink-blink-smash.

Clive opened his eyes and felt the back of his shirt tighten. “Hey.”

Gail had pulled him back to catch his attention. “Clive? What are you doing? Why are you staring at all those people?”

Iris chuckled heartily and rubbed her son’s hair with encouragement.

“But, but—”

Gail yanked his arm towards her midriff and walked him over to the middle of the line. “What are we doing here?” she whispered.

“I don’t know, I—”

Before Clive could answer properly, his attention was drawn to the conversation taking place between Samantha Cleverley and Penny.

“I just wish dad was here to see it.”

Manny rubbed her shoulder with sympathy. “Yes, babe. I’m sure he’d have liked it, too.”

“Yeah,” Samantha said with a wide-eyed innocence. “I hope I win the award.”

Penny turned to the girl to find her statement was sincere. She looked up to the wall of pictures and felt a wave of fear rifle through her body.

Clive looked up and saw the picture that had caused her consternation—a pencil sketch of the grim reaper, complete with a hooded gown and a scythe.

“Huh?”

Penny backed away from the girl and made her excuses. “Umm. Would you excuse me for a moment, please?”

“Sure.”

Manny and Samantha exchanged smiles as the anxious Penny Leatherbarrow sprinted away.

 

Clive watched Penny make her way to the back of the room and reach for the door.

Gail muttered. “What the hell is happening?”

“I don’t know. I think…”

Just then, the corner of the picture of the grim reaper came loose and slid down the wall, forcing it to hang at an angle.

Clive pushed Samantha out of the way and grabbed the line rope in his hands.

“Hey, don’t push,” Sam protested.

“Shut up a minute.”

Clive squinted, and saw the signature of the person who’d drawn the grim reaper—an artist named Beryl Tuft.

Astonished, Clive’s jaw opened. “Bee?”

A gust of wind blew in through the gallery from the double doors, forcing the picture to lift away from the wall.

“What the—?”

The letters that formed the name of the artist shunted out in all directions with each slap against the wall.

The letters in the name Beryl Tuft rearranged themselves, slowly, to form the word Butterfly.

Clive widened his eyes and put two and two together as Bee’s voice entered his mind.

By the way, Dad, now that you’ve caught the other three. I summoned the fourth one for you. You’ll know when you see it.

Clive gasped and caught everyone’s attention. “Oh, shit. Shit.”

The lead in the sketch inched around, swirling on itself.

The penciled scythe shimmied to life, twisted out from the paper, and sliced through the air.

“Everybody get outta here, now.”

 

***

 

Bam-bam-bam.

“Open the door,” Penny said to the security guard at the back door. “Open it now.”

“Certainly, Mrs. Leatherbarrow.”

The security guard pushed the door open and allowed her inside.

“Is everything okay?”

“No. I don’t know. Can you come with me, please?”

The security guard followed her through the door and closed it behind him. Penny led the way down the corridor and reached for her phone.

“That delivery we had a few moments ago?”

Somewhat bewildered, the security guard caught up behind her. “Yes, what about it? What’s the hurry?”

“The guys who delivered it. Are they still here?”

“No, they left right after they dropped it off. They just disappeared.”

“What do you mean disappeared?”

“It was weird,” he explained. “They rolled up, left the thing in the back room, and vanished. I turned my head for a second, and they literally disappeared. It was as if they flew away. The truck vanished, too.”

“That is weird.”

 

Penny pushed through into the delivery area and immediately clapped eyes on a container-shaped object with a white dust sheet draped over it.

She hit the wall light and approached the object that had mystified her since seeing Sammy’s drawing.

“Something strange is going on, here. I just hope it’s some sick coincidence.”

“What is it?”

Penny gripped the edge of the sheet, took a deep breath, and muttered, quietly. “Please, don’t be what I think it is.”

Whup.

Off came the sheet, revealing what lay within the perspex frontage.

Penny’s feet buckled as she stepped back. “Jesus Christ. I don’t—”

Her jaw hung in shock and horror, pushing the security guard into further confusion.

“What? What is it?”

Penny swallowed and pointed at the container, her hand shaking like she’d developed Alzheimer's in a split-second.

“Th-that.”

The security guard trained his eyes on the container.

“Looks familiar,” he said.

A very lifelike, naked male body missing its right arm and head missing sat inside the container. Its skin glistened in the light as if it had been coated in transparent plaster.

“What’s wrong, Ms. Leatherbarrow?” the security guard asked.

Connecting the mental dots in her mind was easy for Penny. She’d seen two renditions of the same image twice, now; one as a sketch, and one as an art installation.

She turned in a hurry to him and made for the door. “That kid outside, the little mixed-race girl with the black mother—”

“—What kid?”

“The girl. Sam something. She drew—oh, Jesus Christ.”

Penny ran across the room and made for the door. “Call the police.”

“What should I tell them?”

“I don’t care. Get the police down here, now.”

She opened the door and slammed it behind her in haste, leaving a thoroughly confused security guard thinking that his employer had lost her mind.

“What the hell?”

He turned back to the container and lowered his eyes to the placard that hung at the bottom of the container unit.

The shiny, metal bar revealed the name of the installation— “Games Adults Play.”

 

Puzzled, the security guard reached out for the Perspex front. Before his fingers touched it, the box shunted back and forth, seemingly coming to life in an instant.

“Oh, Jesus.”

The security guard jumped back as the container bounced forward, as if having been shoved from behind.

Buzzz—whirrrrrrr.

The security guard moved back and fell over the chair in the middle of the room. “Agh.” He tumbled to his ass and watched as the door to the container pushed opened and slammed against its side.

A shuffling sound, accompanied by the noise of a buzz saw, echoed out from within the darkened interior. 

“Oh my G-God,” the guard gasped. “Somebody h-help m-me.”

Clomp—clomp—clomp.

A decapitated body stepped out from inside the container.

Its skin was coated in thin, plastic film.

It was missing a right arm.

The monstrosity walked out of the box, turned around, and kicked the door shut with such force that the name of the installation fell to the floor.

“Games adults play my ass,” the headless corpse grunted, before turning to the petrified security guard.

“Where is he?”

The guard screamed at the severed head tucked into its one, free arm. Its face belonged to Lester Cleverley.

“Where’s wh-who?” the guard stammered, failing to believe his eyes.

“Fuck.”

Lester used his left hand to place his decapitated head onto his neck. Its lips moved as he spoke. “Ah, that’s better.”

Clomp-clomp.

The sound of wood on tiles sprang to life from behind the container.

“Jesus Christ,” the guard said.

“No, not quite,” Lester said as he gripped the whizzing buzz saw in his right hand. “Butterfly?”

From out of the shadows, a two-foot-tall puppet dressed in a tuxedo danced her way over. “Yeah, I’m here, you fuckin’ faggot.”

Lester’s severed head wobbled atop its neck as he let out an angry sigh. He struggled to flex his vocal cords having been dead for a while. “Really?

“Yeah, why not?”

The guard blinked hard, wondering if he hadn’t died and gone to a movie theater version of hell.

“We’ve been dead nearly a day, and that’s the best you can come up with?”

“What, faggot?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you are a faggot,” Butterfly said as she hopped, skipped, and jumped past the guard. “Kill this unskilled, low-wage piece of shit and then we can get on with the show.”

The guard pushed himself back across the floor and begged for his life. “No, p-please.”

“Sorry about this. It’s her idea, not mine.”

Lester swung the buzz saw over his head and sliced down with all his deadly strength.

“Noooo—”

Schwip—schplatt.

The saw chewed sliced through the guard’s neck like butter and took his head clean off.

Butterfly pushed the door open and snorted at the guard’s neck cavity pumping gallons of blood all over the floor.

“Eww, that’s gross. C’mon, let’s go.”

“Okay.”

 

***

 

The scores of children and adults held onto each other as they witnessed the pencil sketch of the grim reaper balloon out from the paper.

Creeaaakkkkk.

“Oh, Christ,” Iris said. “It’s coming alive.”

She raced along the lined ropes and pushed everyone away from the wall. “Get back, get back. Do it.”

“No,” Clive barked. “Everyone get out.”

Before anyone had a chance to use their feet, Penny ran over to the main doors and spotted the scythe dagger out from the picture.

“What the hell is going on in my gallery?” she squealed.

Rumble-rumble.

The entire room shook around like an overexcited washing machine, forcing everyone to trip up and crash to the floor.

The pictures shifted around and swung from the glue used to hold them in place.

Samantha turned to her mother with tears in her eyes. “Mom? What’s happening?”

The woman held her daughter’s shoulders and pulled her close. “I don’t know.”

Clive held out his arms as if he was being crucified. He trained his eyes on the giant grim reaper as it climbed out of the paper it had been drawn on.

“It’s me,” Clive screamed. “Come and get me.”

Grroooaaaaannn.

The end of the scythe daggered into the floor, splitting the ground apart.

A deathly growl whirled around the room as Clive kept his nerve.

Clive McCord. Do not resist me.

“Fuck you,” he squealed at the top of his pre-teen lungs. “Iris?”

The black woman turned to the boy to reveal the wrinkles in her face glowing a bright blue.

“Who are you?”

A blast of wind circled around the giant death machine as it stomped its blackened, bare foot next to the serrated blade.

“It’s me, Iris. Clive. Clive McCord.”

“What?”

“Trust me,” Clive said, as the wrinkles in his forehead light up. “You remember all those times I said your somnambulism might not be a bad thing?”

“Yeah?”

“Now is one of those times. Help me.”

Their two lit-up heads seemed to connect, as Iris bolted towards the wall and crashed into it head-first.

Smack.

Her head flung back upon impact, knocking her out cold.

“Wake up, Iris,” Clive begged. “Wake up.”

Gail nearly vomited as she watched Iris open her eyelids. Her once-green eyes had turned a crystal gray, indicating that she was fast asleep on her feet.

Whump—shunt—shunt.

The doors to the gallery slammed shut, one after the other, as the grim reaper—now fifteen feet in height—crouched in the middle of the gallery.

The children burst into tears and clung to their terrified parents.

“Jesus Christ,” Samantha’s mother screamed. “What the fuck is going on, here?”

Iris’s body shot up vertically from a horizontal position. Her eyeballs emitted a glowing, gray light as she held out her arms. “I’m ready.”

Clive punched his fists together and pinched both his eyeballs between his fingers. “Lester?” he screamed. “I know you’re here.”

Crashhh.

Much to everyone’s surprise, the back door exploded off its hinges and smashed against the opposite wall.

Butterfly the puppet slid across the floor on her heels and cracked her wooden knuckles together, ready for war. “Okay, I’m game. Where is the cunt?”

Clive removed his eyeballs from their sockets and yanked the optic nerves out from his brain.

Two, thick searchlights shot out from the sockets, illuminating the gowned vision of death in the middle of the room.

A naked, plastinated Lester staggered into the room with the angry buzz saw running in his left hand. “You called, Clive?”

“Fuckin’ A right I did, Cleverley.”

Beam-swish.

The two beams firing out of Clive’s eye sockets fired up and illuminated the interior of the grim reaper’s hood. Two round eyes above a trunk lay inside.

“Iris?”

“Yeah?”

“I think you recognize this guy, right?” Clive said. “Lester?”

“Yeah?”

“You remember I told you that death isn’t the end?”

“Hell, yeah.”

“Well, welcome to the end, buddy.”

The grim reaper balanced his inordinate size on his scythe and stood up straight.

Every child and parents, and Gail, fell to their knees in awe of the looming imagery of death coming to life.

The guttural voice of darkness itself came from within the cloak’s hood.

Clive McCord, the traveler. Centuries of journeying to gather the four of us. Author of the next chapter of life. You will return with me.

“I’m going nowhere with you,” the childlike Clive said with defiance. “You’ve ruined this town. You’ve ruined these people’s lives. And now it ends.”

Death gripped his scythe in both hands and prepared to strike at him.

Iris and Lester moved forward with their arms out.

“Over our dead bodies,” Clive yelled.

“As you wish.”

Death swung his scythe at them.

Swing—crash.

The curved, serrated blade crashed against the wall, sending a spider’s web of a crack across the bricks.

“Get down,” Clive yelled to everyone as he focused his beams at Death’s hood. “Now, come here and fucking die.”

Lester raced around Death as he shuffled towards Clive. He lifted his buzz saw and jammed it into the small of Death’s back. “Get some of this, fuck head.”

Iris reached into her pocket and retrieved a box of matches. Her son squealed at her to stop. “Mom, what are you doing?”

“Stay down, honey. Mommy’s got some immolation to conduct.”

Whip.

Iris bolted forward and grunted as she launched herself forward and grabbed onto Death’s gown.

The beast arched his back and flung the tail of his gown around with the woman on his back.

Come to hell, Iris Goddard.

Lester whirled the buzz saw above his head, preparing to strike once again. “I knew I’d seen you before. You’re the broad I picked up a couple nights ago?”

Iris raced up Death’s back and reached for his shoulders. “I am. And your elephant ass ain’t seen shit, yet.”

Clive turned around and rammed his fingers into the wall. “Keep him there, he can’t do any—”

Swish-schwunt.

Death’s swinging scythe diced through two adults, cutting them clean in half. Blood sprayed up the walls as their two halves slid apart and hit the ground, bleeding up a storm.

“Whoa,” Clive gasped. “Hey, you.”

Death swung around and went to strike Clive once again.

Submit, Clive McCord. I hold you responsible. Now, return to me.

Lester ran forward and tore a length through Death’s gown. He ran through the flaps and stabbed the buzz saw into something fleshy above his head.

Grutch-grutch-grutch.

The saw chewed through the legs of the beast, enabling Lester to cause some real damage. “Have some of this, you fucking prick.”

Death growled and slammed his knees to the floor, just as Iris straddled the back of his neck. “Let’s see your face, asshole.”

She threw the box of matches in her mouth and grabbed the rim of the hood and wrenched her body backwards.

“Careful, Iris,” Clive said. “Don’t fall.”

“I wanna see this motherfucker’s face,” she screamed as she pulled back. “God damn it.”

Death took a step back and crashed against the wall of pictures. Each of the drawings slid from the paper and tumbled to the ground.

Crunch—smash.

Death’s left foot shadowed over Penny Leatherbarrow, who froze on the spot and shrieked like a banshee. “Noooo—”

Schplaattt.

Her entire body crushed like a pancake as Death’s weight buried her into the ground.

“Jeez,” Clive said, and turned to the survivors. “Everybody, get back. Go, go, go.”

One by one, all the crying children and adults bolted towards the back wall and hid behind Clive.

Damn it, McCord. Damn you to hell.

“You first.”

Death swung both arms around and tried to fight Iris off.

Whup.

The hood lifted over his face in her hands as she slid from his shoulders and hung down his back. “Gah.”

Grrooaaan—whine.

Everybody looked up to see a vision of hell they hadn’t expected. A half-elephant, half-horse face blew fire from its nostrils.

Lester raced around the front of the beast and walked in under its gown.

Whirrrr-chomp-chomp-griiiind.

Death buckled as Lester’s saw chewed through its body under the cover of its gown.

Then, Butterfly strolled out in front of the beast and clapped her wooden hands together. “Ladies and gentlemen, please give it up… for Death.”

The horse-cum-elephant head lifted up and roared a fountain of blood against the ceiling as Lester buried his saw into its body.

Butterfly took a bow and held her middle finger up at the giant demon. “Hey, faggot.”

Grunt.

The monstrosity hung its shoulders as the horse-half of its face melted down its gown.

“You know,” Butterfly said. “Some people say they can cheat Death. But nobody ever talks about killing it. Haha. That’s what you are, you fuck. Nothing but a deadbeat. Now, be a good little boy and die.”

Schwump—buzzzz.

The buzz saw catapulted out of the horse’s mouth, shattering its skull in sections, before twisting forty-five degrees and slicing through to the elephant’s side.

“No,” Iris said. “He’s mine.”

Lester pushed his arms through the horse’s neck cavity and climbed onto its shoulders.

The beast spun around in pain as it dropped to its knees, begging for the pain to end.

Neigh.

Iris struck a match and held up the flame for all to see. She grabbed the elephant’s trunk and screamed.

“This is for all the pain you caused me, you asshole.”

She tossed the lit match into the elephant’s open mouth and slid down its back.

Lester followed, and jumped to the floor. “What happens now?”

Clive rolled his shoulders and spat to the floor. Determined to finish the beast off for good, he moved forward and held out his left hand.

He yelled over the grunts and howls of anguish from the beast. “You’re in pain. Just give up. Bequeath yourself.”

Grunt—grunt.

The beast set ablaze, reducing its gown to a healthy bonfire of doom.

“Don’t prolong the misery any longer than you have to,” Clive said. “Come to me.”

A distant neighing sound whirled from within the cooking beast.

Then, the bonfire burst like a tiny bubble, and from within the spatters of liquid, a beautiful, black butterfly emerged.

Clive smiled as he offered the tiny creature a place on his wrist. “Just there, Death. Just there.”

The butterfly flapped its wings around and edged closer and closer to his wrist.

Butterfly, the puppet, placed her hands on her waist and huffed. “Hey, you’re stealing the show.”

Clive smiled as he watched the moth-like brute land on his arm, underneath the three tattoos.

“There was no show to steal.”

The wings produced orange sparks as it settled down and sizzled into his skin. “Oww.”

Clive’s arm was complete. The final butterfly brand wasn’t a tattoo, but a brand on his forearm. White, red, black, and now the final one—green.

Everyone in the room calmed down as the body of Death slumped inside its gown and barbecued against the ceiling.

A nasty-sounding fusion of agonized horse, elephant and newborn baby cries groaned out from within the gown.

Victorious, Clive turned to Iris—to see she’d vanished. To his left, Lester, and his puppet, were gone.

Gail had gone.

Everybody had gone.

Then an elderly voice crept into his head.

Hey, kid? What are you doing in there?

“Huh?”

He turned back to the gallery, only to discover that the room was in pristine condition. No hint of battle or war, or anything.

Kid, come on. You can’t stay here. Where are your folks?

“My folks?” Clive said to nobody in particular. He shut his eyes and licked his lips. “My father died when I was born. And my mom is—”

Okay, that’s enough. Come on. Get out of there.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

Thud-thud-thud.

Clive opened his eyes and was faced with a white cubicle door. “Umm.”

His jeans and underwear wrapped around his ankles. “Oh.”

Startled, he stood to his feet and looked around for an escape. The door was locked from the inside. It was much too high to climb, as was the wall to his left and right.

Clive realized where he was when the unmistakable waft of urine seeped up from behind him.

It came from a toilet bowl.

An elderly voice from the other side of the door. “Open the door. I know you’re in there.”

“Um, give me a minute—” Clive said, before covering his mouth. His voice sounded squeakier than usual as it raced up his throat.

“You got two minutes, kid. Then I’m coming in. You hear me?”

Clive tried to emulate an adult’s voice, but failed miserably. “Okay, thanks.”

“Weird kid.”

The sound of footsteps and rolling bucket of water dampened as Clive looked at his thighs. Quick-thinking, he checked his wrist.

Four butterflies nestled on the skin over the veins in his lower hand, but seemed to have grown twice the size they were this morning.

His arms had shrunk, but the tattoos on his wrist remained the same size as before.

“Oh. Thank God.”

Then, he noticed the ends of his shirt hang over his knees. It was much too big for him, as were the sneakers he was standing in.

Clop-clop.

Clive giggled childishly before a tightening sensation erupted across his pelvic bone. He gripped the cistern and bent his knees outward.

“Ugh, God. It h-hurts, it h-hurts—”

He winced as he ran his palm against his thighs and held his penis between his fingers. His pinkie slid under his scrotum as they lifted inside his body.

“Nggggg.”

He held his breath as he fought off the pain. A slow intake of air seemed to quell the sensation as he wrapped his fingers around his penis.

It had shrunk and seemed to ingest itself into his upper pelvic area.

Clive held his breath, startled at the flaccid appendage, and continued to breath. The beads of sweat from his brow shifted down his cheeks as he suffered the undoing of his puberty…

 

… on the other side of the door, the elderly, black janitor had heard everything.

Curious, the janitor moved back to the door and decided to challenge the unholy, childish moans from within the last stall.

“Okay, I’ve had enough of this. Open the door, kid.”.

Bang-bang-bang.

“Open up.”

After a second or two of silence, the door unbolted and swung in.

The janitor laid eyes on a nine-year-old boy with his underwear and jeans around his ankles. The adult-sized shirt draped over the boy’s body came across as plain bizarre.

“Jesus Christ,” the janitor said.

Clive felt like crying. “I’m sorry.”

“Who are you? Where are your parents?”

The boy scanned the name badge on the janitor’s overalls. “Willy?”

“Yes, that’s my name, kid. What’s your name?”

Clive covered his mouth with his hand as he chuckled at the rude name. Willy moved his mop and bucket aside and took in the extraordinary sight before him.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing, mister,” Clive blurted. “You’ve got a rude name. Willy, willy, willy. Heehee.”

Willy raised his eyebrows at the little pecker hanging between the boy’s thighs. “Speaking of which, why is yours hanging out of your pants?”

“It used to be really big, mister,” he explained in the way only a child could. “But now it’s really small, like a little piglet’s tail.”

Willy wasn’t pleased with the answer. “Why are you wearing adult’s clothes?”

“Oh, these are my clothes. But I got smaller. I told my mom they would be too big but she doesn’t have any clothes my size.”

“Uh-huh. And where is your mother, now?”

Clive pointed to the right-hand wall. “She’s waiting out there for me. Next to the candy machine.”

“The vending machine, huh?”

Clive nodded a little too expediently, hoping not to get told off by the strange adult.

“Yeah, she said she would wait for me because I’m a boy and she’s a girl and she can’t come into the boy’s restrooms.”

“Your mother is very smart,” Willy said. “Although, probably some screwed-up junkie, too, no doubt.”

“What’s a junkie?” Clive asked, his eyes wide with sprightly innocence.

Willy stepped back and allowed the child some space. “Never mind. Pull your pants up and let’s go find her. You can’t stay here. It’s not safe.”

“Okay, mister.”

 

***

 

Gail sat on the bench, wondering why Clive took so long to use the restroom.

Then, a little boy wearing stupidly-large clothes trundled around the corner with the restroom’s janitor in tow.

Relieved, she called out to him. “Clive.”

Gail hopped off the bench and smiled at Willy. “Oh, thank God.”

“Are you this little fella’s mom?” Willy asked.

“Oh, uh, yes,” she lied as she crouched down to take him in her arms. “I’m his mom.”

“Caught him in one of the stalls checking himself out.”

Gail pressed her thumbs across Clive’s cheeks and examined his face. “Honey?”

“Yeah, mom?”

“You said you needed to pee real quick.”

“I did, but my—”

She looked up at the diligent Willy and offered him a smile. “Thanks so much for bringing him out. He’s a bit of a mischief, sometimes.”

Willy smiled back.

“No problem. In future, you can go into the men’s room if it’s for supervision. Your boy is very lucky I found him before some weirdo did.”

“I know, thanks.”

Willy rubbed the boy’s hair playfully, and returned to his office, leaving Gail to stare into Clive’s eyes.

“What happened in there?”

Embarrassed, the boy hung his head and screwed his face. “Nothing.”

Gail knew she could never fully acclimatize herself to the situation at hand. Technically, she was more than twice his age, and felt a duty to him.

Undeterred by the events of the day, she pushed her knuckle under his chin and insisted on an answer. “Clive?”

“What?”

“Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

“Okay.”

Gail swallowed her trauma as she stared into the boy’s beautiful eyes. “What happened in there?”

“Do I have to tell you?”

“Yes. Tell me.”

Clive sniffed, upset, and held her shoulders. “My willy got smaller and my nuts went into my body and it hurt a lot but it doesn’t hurt now.”

“Oh, Clive.”

She looked over his shirt and jeans and shook her head.

“We need to get you some new clothes, I think. These just look ridiculous, now.”

“What’s happening to me?”

Gail didn’t answer. Instead, she stared into his beautiful eyes in wonder.

“My God, Clive. You really don’t remember anything, do you?”

“Remember what?”

Gail shook the fatigue from her face and clenched his shoulders. “Nothing.”

“What’s happening to me?”

“It’s okay, honey. It’s just a thing that happens to little boys, okay?”

“I don’t like it.”

By now, Clive’s transition into a genuine child tugged at her heartstrings. Gail wasn’t used to being around children, let alone playing a mother.

“Hey, hey. Don’t cry, okay? It’ll all be fine.”

“Can I have a cuddle?”

“Sure, honey.”

She held him close to her chest and felt the urge to protect the boy now more than ever. He hadn’t seen the woman tear up, and by the time she returned to face him, she managed to put on a brave face.

“Okay, I’ll tell you what. How about we get something to eat, right? You can choose whatever you’d like.”

Clive’s upset turned to delight in a split-second. “Really?”

Relieved that the boy managed to overcome his grief, she breathed a sigh of relief, but kept her nerve. “Really. Where would you like to eat?”

Clive produced a shit-eating grin and suggested his favorite place.

 

Burger Face

(Kaleidoscope Shopping Mall - First Level)

 

Clive drew some strange looks from the shoppers. The size of his clothes were now ridiculous; hanging from him like a misshapen tent. He was in serious danger of slipping inside his shoes and falling flat on his face.

Nevertheless, Gail held his hand and paid the nosy shoppers no heed as she and Clive waited in line to put in their order.

Black and yellow hazard tape streaked across the floor. On the counter, a hastily-scribbled sign on a sheet of paper read: Please keep six feet apart. Please observe social distancing rules. Thank you.

“Mom?” Clive asked.

“Yeah?”

“Why is everyone standing so far away from each other? It looks weird.”

Clive had a point—there was plenty of distance between those in line. Many of them looked gaunt and unwell as they shuffled forwards.

A few patrons sported weird, paper masks over their face, which drew attention to their beady, suspicious eyes.

“Why are they wearing face masks?”

“I don’t know, Clive. I think they’re trying to keep safe.”

The tables, chairs, and booths were messy, filled to the brim with discarded cartons of half-finished drinks and half-eaten burgers.

An acne-riddled youth seemed half-awake and sneezed as Gail shuffled up to the counter.

“Welcome to B-Burger Face. May I take your burger?”

“Excuse me, can I ask you something?” Gail asked.

“What?”

“Why is the place so filthy?”

“Oh,” the cashier said. “There’s a virus going around. I think everyone’s got it.”

The youth sneezed into his hand and prepared to press some buttons on his keyboard. “What do you want?”

Gail turned to Clive with a sense of regret about ever having entered the store.

“Mom?”

“What do you want to eat?” Gail snapped.

“It’s all over the valley, now,” Clive said without hesitation. “Pestilence.”

Just then, Gail came around to what was actually going down. “Pestilence?”

“Penelope was from China,” Clive said. “She brought it back with her. Now, everybody’s going to die.”

The cashier half-coughed and nearly choked as he giggled. “Heh, yeah. It’s real messed up. Just keep away from everyone and you won’t get sick.”

 

Clive made himself comfortable in a side booth overlooking the Kaleidoscope Shopping Mall entrance.

This afternoon, the place seemed deserted.

The clouds in the sky came across as bleak and ominous, despite the sun’s rays blasting through them and heating the discarded food on the table.

Clive’s eyes wandered as he placed his face in his hands and thought about what Bee had said earlier.

The time is coming, honey. We’ve done so well to get this far.

“I know,” he said. “Only a few more hours to go.”

Can you hear me, Clive?

“Yes, mom. I hear you.”

His fine strands of black hair shifted around as if interrupted by a signal filtering in through the open window.

Where are you now?

Clive blinked and cast his eyes across the road several feet below. “I’m at the shopping mall with a pretty girl called Gail. She said she will look after me until tonight.”

 

***

 

Bee placed her palm on her front room window and smiled at the horizon. The sleeve on her green gown rolled down her arm as she pressed her palm to the window.

“Clive?” she mouthed. “Look with me. Can you see the sky?”

The wrinkles on her skin tightened from the minuscule vibrations caused by the glass.

It’s getting darker. I’m scared.

Bee winced and tried to smile. “Don’t be scared, child. Only seven hours to go.”

The girl closed her eyes and inhaled, comforted by her son’s voice. “Everything is going to be fine.”

Mom, the valley is dying. And everyone who is alive is starving, angry, and hungry.

“I know, child.” Bee said. “You’ve done so well to catch them. But ignore the result. It’s not for much longer.”

 

***

 

Clive buried his forehead on the back of his hand which rested against the window. “Do you promise?” he whispered.

I promise, child. You have a long journey ahead of you. You need to make sure Gail delivers you here safely, tonight.

“I will.”

Clive moved his head from the window and saw Gail arrive with a tray of food.

“I have to go,” he said to nobody in particular.

Okay, child. Enjoy your last supper.

Gail slid into the booth and passed a wrapped burger to Clive. “I got you this. It’s a Stent-Stopper quarter pounder type of thing. I forget the name.”

“Did you get my milkshake?”

“Sure did,” she said with a grin. “Banana, right?”

“Yeah.”

He grabbed the carton with both hands and pulled it to his chest. Gail squinted at the straw, and then down to his spindly, little fingers, which barely met around the width of the container.

Clive wrapped his lips around the end and sucked his cheeks in, keeping his eyes on Gail the entire time.

Slooooo.

Gail licked her lips in wonder at the small child as he drank his milkshake with hardly any joy.

“Who were you talking to, just there?” Gail asked.

“My mom.”

“Your mom?”

Clive hiccuped as he opened the wrapper out. “Yeah.”

“Where is your mom, Clive?”

He shrugged his shoulders and bit into his burger. “At home. She lives at the Freeway Five.”

“Oh,” Gail said. “That’s where we dropped Bee off?”

“Mmm.”

Well, I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

“You already have, silly.”

“Huh?”

Gail watched Clive chew on his food but failed to keep his lips shut. A squirt of mayonnaise bled out from under his tongue and down his chin.

Quick-thinking, Gail snapped out of her daydream and grabbed a napkin from the table.

“Here, you’re making a mess.”

“Sorry.”

She scooped the mess from his face and ran her thumb down his cheek. “Look at you, Clive. You’re getting so much younger.”

Clive didn’t have a response and returned to his milkshake.

“I need to ask you something,” Gail said. “Do you promise to be honest?”

“I promise,” he said with a mouthful of burger.

“What can you remember? Are you losing your memory, as well as your size?”

Clive giggled and wiped his lip on his shirt sleeve. “You’re silly.”

“I’m silly?”

“You ask silly questions.”

The thought of eating no longer interested Gail as she pursued her new line of questioning. To her, Clive’s regression was frightening.

“Do you remember what happened last night?”

“I went to bed. And you fixed us some eggs for breakfast.”

“No, I don’t mean that,” she hurried. “I mean, before that. I’m talking about yesterday. When we went to bed?”

Clive looked up and thought about his answer. “Ummm. No.”

“Huh.”

“Why?”

“No reason. Let me ask you this. Back at the counter, you mentioned one of your clients. Penelope. Do you know who she is?”

Clive shook his head, and meant business. “Who’s she?”

“I don’t believe this. You literally talked about her when we were in line a few minutes ago.”

“What?”

Fascinated, and terrified, she jumped to the next question. “Do you remember a man named Wayne Reed?”

Clive snorted, thinking the woman opposite him had lost her mind. “No. Is he your friend?”

Gail felt the muscles in her arms clench. Her tongue dried up with fear.

“My God. You really don’t remember anything, do you?”

“Remember what?”

Without warning she grabbed the boy’s wrist with all her might in the hope it might calm her beating heart.

“Hey,” the boy complained. “You’re hurting me.”

“Please tell me you’re not playing around, Clive. This isn’t some kind of sick joke, is it?”

“Ow. It hurts.”

“You genuinely don’t remember anything, do you?”

“Let go of me.”

As Gail released her grip, she accidentally clawed the boy’s shirt sleeve away from his palm. The four butterflies peeled into view and caught her attention.

Clive tongued the straw poking out from his milkshake. “Who are you, anyway?”

The question punched Gail square in the jaw. Offended, she held her hand to her chest. “What?”

“You’re pretty. Are you one of my mom’s friends?”

Gail took the question to heart and felt like crying. “What are you talking about?”

“What’s your name?” Clive said without a trace of emotion.

“My name is Gail—”

“—Like the wind?” Clive interrupted. “That’s a stupid name.”

“Yes, like the wind—No, don’t change the subject, what are these butterfly things on your arm?”

Clive dropped his burger and scanned the bizarre tattoos on his wrist. He jumped back, shocked at the discovery. “Birthmarks.”

He ran his index finger over them in the hope he could smudge them away. “They won’t move.”

“My God, Clive. What’s happened to you?”

The boy rubbed his hands and tried not to get upset. “I’m tired, now.”

“You’re tired?”

“Yeah, my mommy said a storm is coming and she said you will look after me.”

Gail sighed and folded her arms.

“Why won’t you eat your food?” Clive asked. “Aren’t you hungry?”

So riddled with disbelief, Gail couldn’t help but produce an unwitting sarcastic smirk. “Believe me, I’ve never had less of an appetite than I do right now.”

“You should eat something, though. Otherwise you might get famished and die.”

Gail made the mistake of looking around the food hall. Dozens of shoppers who’d stopped for something to eat had fallen asleep at their tables. A young couple, fresh from having vomited on their food, lay sleeping in each other’s arms.

Behind the counter, the youth that had served her was in the middle of a slow fight with his manager.

An elderly woman at the back of the line coughed up a storm and clutched her chest as she bled from her nose

“Jesus,” Gail muttered with horror. “It’s like a goddamn plague around here.”

The manager hopped over the counter and clapped his hands together.

“Can I have everyone’s attention, please?”

Those who weren’t ill dropped their food to the counter and looked at the hurried man.

“We’ve just had news from corporate that the mall is closing, now. We need you all to leave your tables and make your way outside. We’re sorry for any inconvenience.”

A grumpy father at a table with his family slammed the sides of his chair. “But what about our food?”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to leave it here,” the manager said. “The virus has put the Valley on something of a lockdown, now. We’re expecting an update soon, but for now, we must ask you to leave everything on your tables and exit the premises.”

Clive swung his legs under the table and beamed with delight as Gail returned to him.

“I told you so.”

“Clive?”

“What?”

Gail grabbed her handbag and pushed her ass along the seat, ready to leave. “Never mind. Let’s get out of here.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

Waddling Gate Hospital

(Chrome Valley - West)

 

A strangling sensation folded around Detective Cohen’s nose as he woke from his slumber.

He didn’t know where he was.

The bleary image of pure white and black focused into view—a white wall, with a black desk, just beyond his feet.

He wiggled his toes in time to the damp bleeping sounds coming from his left shoulder.

“What—?”

A heart monitor produced his heart rate and vital signs. He tugged at the plastic tube on his chest and heard a hiss.

Oxygen.

He saw two men smile down at him as he pushed the back of his head into the pillow.

One was a nurse he’d never seen, and the other was his boss, Lead Detective Andrew Lamb.

“Well, well, well,” Lamb said. “Look at the state of you, my friend.”

The nurse chuckled and folded her arms. “Oh yes, Detective. He’s been through the wars, for sure. We’ll keep him in overnight and make sure he makes a full recovery.”

Still confused, Cohen reached out with his right arm and tried to grab the nurse. “What—what the—”

“—Oh no, buddy,” Lamb said. “You’re staying here for a while and getting a lot of rest.”

The nurse moved out of Cohen’s field of vision, leaving only the echo of her voice to rifle through his ears. “I’ll leave you two to it, Detective Lamb.”

“Thanks.”

Whump.

The cacophonous sound of the door shutting smacked Cohen upside the head. “Ugh.”

Lamb grinned sympathetically at his colleague’s reaction. “Welcome back, David. We’d been told you might be out for a few days. But, look at you. A real trooper. Twenty-four hours out cold and you’re up and at ‘em, ready for action, huh?”

Cohen blinked and adjusted his breathing. “What—what h-happened?”

The look on Lamb’s face subsided. He had bad news to pass on, and wasn’t known for his skirting of issues.

“Lawrence didn’t make it.”

“What?”

“I don’t know how much you remember,” Lamb said. “Or even if you know how you got here.”

Cohen whispered through his respirator. “I remember. I remember everything.”

“We’re going to need you to go up before the boards. Detail everything that happened.”

“Please tell me you got the bastards.”

Lamb squinted at the man with confusion. “Got the bastards?”

Cohen spoke as if he’d seen God himself. “It was big and black. It killed us all.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Death,” Cohen said. “The reaper himself.”

Lamb reached behind Cohen’s head and grabbed his pillow. “Come on, Dave, you’re delirious. I think you just need some rest.”

“No.”

Startled, Lamb fluffed the man’s pillow and kept up his chirpy demeanor. “Jesus, Dave. Just calm down and get some rest.”

“How long was I out?”

“Just over a day. It’s Sunday evening, now. But don’t worry, the medical team here is great. We’ve informed Cynthia and the children. You have nothing to worry about.”

Cohen rammed the back of his head against the pillow and burst into tears. “Why me? Why me?”

“Why you what? I don’t understand?”

Cohen groaned and clenched his fists. “I swear to God, I’m getting on my feet. First that Goddard woman, then Cleverley, and now McCord. Andrew, please, tell me you’ll let me bring them in.”

“Dave, no. We can’t.”

Cohen choked as he tried to yell. “For fuck’s sake. Let me out of here. I need to get out.”

“You, my friend, are going nowhere,” Lamb said. “I’ve taken your badge and gun. We’re putting you on desk duty until you’re one-hundred-percent and back on your feet. That’s the end of it.”

“It’s the end of the world, you fool.”

“Ha,” Lamb chuckled with familiarity. “Now that’s the David Cohen I know. Welcome back, my friend.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Cohen spat back, unenthusiastically.

“Would you like a drink? I saw a vending machine out in the hall?”

Cohen clutched the plastic mask on his face and pulled it down to his chin. “Get me a bottle of Zeus if they have it.”

Lamb patted the man’s leg and joked. “I’ll see if the machine does doubles.”

“Fuck it. Make it a triple.”

“A-fuckin’-men to that, my friend.”

His boss threw him a cheeky wink and moved out of the room, leaving Cohen to check his surroundings. Next to the flowers and cards of sympathy, he spotted his chunky, black logbook.

“Fucking asshole.”

Flip-flip.

An entry in his book revealed an address which caught his attention. “I got you. I got you, now.”

He picked up his cell phone and unlocked the screen. “Come on, pick up,” he said, urgently, as the call sprang to life.

“Hey, Cynthia? Yeah, it’s me. Yeah, I’m fine, stop freaking out,” he said, pausing for his wife to speak. “Yeah, look, shut up and listen, okay? I need you to get over here right now. I need you to bring something…”

 

***

 

A six-year-old Clive sat on Gail’s bed dressed only in his boxer shorts. He busied himself with his cell phone, pushing the screen in all directions with his thumb.

The mall had been evacuated, and all the stores were shut before she could do anything about Clive’s clothing.

“Not that they would have fitted you for very long, anyway,” she muttered.

The person on the other end did most of the talking, anyway, and her mind began to wander.

Through the window, the city seemed bereft of life for such a warm summer’s evening. An ordinary Sunday night would have offered cars speeding in all directions and people leaving their houses to go out for the night.

But this was no ordinary Sunday evening, evidenced by the weird child on her bed. Bored with his phone, Clive reached for the alarm clock and attempted to decipher the reading.

“Six thirty pee-em,” he said, slowly, not realizing what he was reading. “Haha. Pee-em. Pee-pee. Pee-pee.”

Gail leaned against the wall and pinched the curtain edge with her fingers.

“They told me to call you,” she said. “The doctor said I should come down, but I can’t right now. I’m going to put you on speaker phone, Mom. Hold on.”

The voice of a frail old woman croaked through the speakers as Gail marched over to her wardrobe. “I don’t want you to rush over here and risk injuring yourself.”

“I know, Mom. I won’t. We don’t even have a car right now, anyway.”

“We?”

Gail glanced at the boy playing with the alarm clock as she rifled through her hanging clothes. “Clive? Put that down. It’s not a toy.”

“But I want to.”

“No buts,” Gail snapped. “Put it down. Now.”

Gail’s mom raised her voice to the point of pain. “Who are you talking to, sweetie?”

“Oh. Never mind. I’m babysitting for someone.”

Gail placed the phone on the second shelf inside the wardrobe and pulled out an old, black t-shirt. The flaky white text sprawled over the front read: Genesis: European Tour 1977.

“This might do.”

“What?” Gail’s mom asked.

Gail walked over to the bed and nodded at Clive. “Here. Catch.”

The boy held his arms up and caught the t-shirt in his hands. “What Is it?”

“One of my smaller shirts. Wear it.”

As the boy folded the t-shirt out, Gail noticed the black gunk hanging from his belly button. It seemed to have grown a couple of inches.

“Gail? Are you there? I think you might have cut out—”

“—No, mom,” she said. “I’m here.”

“Okay.”

Clive fiddled his arms through the sleeves, forcing his right arm through the neck hole. “Uhh, I’m stuck. I can’t see.”

“Mom, listen. As soon as this is all over I’ll find a way to get to you. Please try to stay strong for me.”

“I’ll try.”

“Okay.”

The girl knew that this could be one of the very last times she’d ever get to speak to her mother. The thought beat at her chest as she cut the call for perhaps the last time. Fortunately, there was the delicate matter of fixing the young boy’s shirt that would take her mind off things.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” she exclaimed. “Come here. Let me help you.”

She sat on the edge of the bed and lifted the top of the shirt over his head. “Arms up, please.”

The boy obliged, which gave her the opportunity to pull the sleeves down his arms and brush the folds from the front of the shirt. “There, that’s better.”

Clive inspected the shirt and frowned. “I don’t like it.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s girl clothes. Ewww.”

Gail sighed and bopped him on the back of the head with her hand. “Hey, don’t be ungrateful. You gotta keep warm, right?”

The six-year-old’s face contorted once he’d been corrected. “But it’s already warm out. I’m tired, too.”

“We’re all tired,” Gail said. “We only have a few hours till we need to be at Bee’s place, though. You’re a big boy, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. So you don’t mind walking the two miles to get there?”

Insistent, Clive shook his head. “No. I’m big and strong.”

 

8 pm

 

The kitchen.

The genesis shirt had already begun to drape from Clive’s body like a pair of theater curtains.

Now four-years-old, Clive pressed his chunky legs together and pulled the edge of the shirt over his knees. Gail puffed on a cigarette and took a sip of her coffee.

She ran her palms over her stomach in an attempt to quell the painful stirring inside. “Ugh.” 

The sun had gone down, which produced a similar effect on her mood.

“What are you looking at?” she asked.

Clive’s voice was high in pitch, and with little gravitas.

“I don’t know.”

She pointed to the milkshake on the table in front of him. “You not gonna drink that?”

Clive shook his head. “Not banana.”

“You’re a banana,” she snapped, before downing the murky, brown sludge at the bottom of her cup.

She slammed it down to the tabletop and checked the boy out. “You’re going to need diapers soon, aren’t you?”

“I don’t need it. I can use the bathroom.”

“Yeah, you can right now, Clive. But in a couple hours you’ll forget we even had this conversation. I don’t want you soiling yourself when we’re out.”

Clive extended his legs from under his shirt. They hung off the edge of the chair, and his feet barely touched the floor.

“Where are you going?”

Insistent, the boy held out his arms. “Cuddle.”

The boy hopped onto the floor. His walk around the table looked awkward, as if he was about to lose his balance.

Gail offered her arms to him. “Come here, you.”

Without warning, he pushed forward and grabbed her waist as hard as he could. “I love you, Mommy,” he whispered as he pressed the side of his face against her belly.

Gail closed her eyes and felt it best to simply lie to avoid any last-minute confrontation. “I love you, too.”

Biddum-biddum.

A furious, but quiet, sound of a heartbeat pounded from inside Gail’s stomach and flirted with his cheek. “I can hear him.”

“Hear what, Clive?”

He kept an ear out for the rhythm within her stomach. “Baby. Inside tummy.”

“Oh.”

Gently, Gail pushed the boy at arm’s length and slid her hands into his.

“How did it get in there?” Clive asked with a wide-eyed innocence, which took Gail by complete surprise.

When she tried to answer, her vocal cords refused to produce a sound. A pathetic squeak came from her throat, which produced a flood of tears on her face.

“Please don’t cry.”

“I can’t—” she croaked, finally unable to look at his face. “I j-just—I c-can’t look, uh, I just—”

“—What’s wrong?”

“I can’t look at you,” she snapped.

Four-year-old Clive took offense and put on a charm defensive. “Did I do something bad?”

Gail’s hand shook violently as she held it to her mouth. Her entire world crumbled before her eyes, sending a million-and-one-thoughts into her mind. All she wanted was for the kid to leave the room, preferably for all eternity.

She feigned a smile and wiped the tears from her eye. “Be a good boy, and go fetch mommy a tissue from the bedroom.”

Relieved, Clive produced an eerie smile, only too eager to comply with her order. “Okay.”

Gail exhaled as loudly as she could and closed her eyes. “Oh, God. What have I done? What have I done?”

 

9 pm

 

A waft of excrement drifted up Gail’s nostrils.

The side of a toddler’s ass perched on a toilet bowl peeled into view as she opened her eyelids. “Ugh, this is gross.”

She rolled the toilet tissue from the spindle and tore off a wad at the end.

The infant-like voice giggled from a few feet above her forehead. “Finish.”

Gail braved herself forward. “Uh-huh. I can see you’re finished.”

Clive giggled as he shuffled around on the toilet seat.

“Hold still,” she said. “I know you’re potty-trained, but I really hoped I wouldn’t have to wipe up after you.”

“Oh.”

She reached underneath his ass and wiped back and forth, and then dumped the dirty tissue into the toilet. “There, I think that’s got it.”

“Haha.”

Clive slid away from the toilet and tried to stand still.

Flush.

Now three-years-old, and with a body and character to match, the toddler marveled at the water swirling around the bowl. “Poopie go bye-bye.”

“Uh, yeah. Sure.”

If Gail had felt a sense of maternal protectiveness with Clive during the day, it had all but subsided right now. As she watched the boy peer over the bowl, she felt the urge to let him climb and disappear down the u-bend forever.

“Wow, it’s all gone,” Clive said as he clapped his hands and congratulated himself.

Gail looked at his feet and winced at the soiled underwear. “Yeah, it’s just a shame you didn’t tell me earlier. Ugh.”

Clive doubled his efforts to feign a look of contrition. “Miss-take.”

“I know it was a mistake. It’s okay.”

She pinched the dirty underwear and planted her foot on the pedal for the trash.

Fwump.

The offending article dropped into the silver coffin, never to be seen again.

“Not much point in washing them, now,” Gail said. “But what are we going to do with you?”

It proved to be a hell of an effort to simply look down at the toddler. A fraction of her size, and with a fattened, cherubic face, Gail found it difficult to be angry with him.

“We need to leave soon. It’s going to take us a while to walk. All the public transport has stopped.”

“Go in big bus,” Clive said. “Big wheels. Or choo-choo.”

“No, no trains. It’s not that far, sweetie.”

Clive articulated a car with his hands and ran around on the spot. “Vrooom. Car.”

“Umm, no. You torched it, remember?”

“Car, car, car.”

Clive repeated her last sentence verbatim, failing to understand what she meant. “Big fire.”

“Never mind.”

Clive extended his index finger and prodded Gail in the stomach without permission. “Touch… baby.

“Hey, get the fuck off of me.”

Clive blinked and copied her as best he could. “Get. Fuck off… me.”

Gail lost her mind and clenched her fist. Her exclamations echoed around the room when she yelled. “Don’t touch me, you little shit.”

“Little… shittt.”

“Ugh.”

Angry, she kicked the bathroom door open and stormed out of the room, leaving a thoroughly disheveled Clive to reinspect the toilet bowl once again.

“Shit.”

 

9:30 pm

 

Chrome Valley Hospital’s waiting area heaved with the sick and fragile. The Nurse in Charge, a black woman named Ophelia Carter, as evidenced by her name badge, walked out from the corridor.

She strode past the reception desk, determined to tackle the congregation.

When she arrived at the entrance desk she could barely believe her eyes.

“My God,” she said to the receptionist. “Are you on your own? This is ridiculous.”

The receptionist shrugged. “Nurse Carter? I can’t stop them. Triage is overworked. I’m on my own, here. I could use some help, you know.”

Ophelia observed a line of the sick and dying coughing and spluttering in all directions. The line ran out into the street and around the building.

Ophelia clapped her hands together and caught everyone’s attention.

“Listen up, people. I know there’s a virus going around, but I’m afraid if you have any symptoms I’ll have to ask you to wait outside. Keep six feet apart until we call you in.”

An elderly man spat on the floor and refused to move. “I can’t go anywhere. I’m seventy-six years old, and my hips are killing me.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

Ophelia took great care in avoiding the coughs and splutters as she moved to the double doors. The sensor blocked by the line forced them to bounce in and out like an angry meat slicer.

“Hey, get back from the door,” Ophelia said. “Okay, if you’re coughing or have a fever, can you please make your way outside. Thank you.”

Most of the ill patients complied and stood up from their seats.

“Over by the garbage bins, please, until we come and collect you.”

Ophelia said, before hollering at the receptionist. “Put a call into technical, have them bring up some PPEs. Enough to last the night.”

“At this rate, it’ll be two pairs of gloves and five face masks.”

Just then, a tall woman with long black hair barged through the line and accidentally knocked Ophelia’s shoulder.

“Oh, I’m sorry, nurse.”

“Please, ma’am, we’re a bit busy tonight as you can see. Could you please—”

“—I’m here to see my husband.”

“What’s your name?” Ophelia asked.

“Cynthia Cohen. Detective Lamb told me to come down now that he’s awake.”

Ophelia checked the astonishingly tall and striking woman out from head to toe, and landed on the green carry case in her right hand. “Oh, yes. From the CVPD?”

“That’s right,” Cynthia said. “I need to see him urgently.”

“He’s on the first floor. Come with me.”

 

Ophelia led the way down the cold, uninviting corridor with Cynthia following her. They moved past a couple of mobile medical beds parked by the wall.

Each of them had a human-shaped bundle under the white sheets.

Cynthia picked up the pace and slung the green carry case over her shoulder. “What the hell is happening, here?”

“Some respiratory virus is going around. The first case came in earlier today, and it’s managed to spread.”

The two women pushed through a set of doors and made their way up the staircase.

“Something going around the Valley?”

Ophelia gripped the handrail and pulled herself up the last flight of steps.

“Let’s hope it’s just the Valley. I’m really sorry about this, but I’m going to have to leave you with your husband when we get there. We’re short-staffed today.”

“I understand.”

Ophelia waved the woman along the first floor corridor and pointed at the far end. “He’s in ward seven. Last door on the right.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“Visiting hours finish at ten.”

Cynthia spoke as if she had something to hide. The way she balanced the bag over her shoulder suggested she wasn’t used to the weight. “Oh, sure. I won’t be long. I just have a few things for him to make sure he’s comfortable.”

Ophelia nodded and made her way back to the staircase. “Fair enough. Please, be quick. And try not to go within six feet of anyone else, just to be on the safe side. We don’t want you coming down with what everyone else has got.”

“I will. Thanks.”

Cynthia produced a you can fuck off now smile and waited for the nurse to disappear down the staircase.

The instant Ophelia was out of sight, Cynthia turned around and bolted for room seven.

The corridor seemed endless as she put one foot in front of the other. Each door she walked past resembled a mausoleum, each containing a dead body who’d struggled only a few seconds ago to breathe their last.

 

Cynthia slipped the green carry case from her shoulder as she found the door to room 7 was wide open.

Nobody was in the bed.

“Dave?” she asked as she stepped into the room. “Are you here?”

A naked figure jumped out from the side of the bed. “I’m here.”

Cynthia snapped at her husband. “Jesus, Dave. Don’t scare me like that.”

Cohen nodded at the carry case. “Did you bring that thing I asked for?”

“Yeah.”

“Close the door,” he whispered. “I don’t want that fat fucking coon of a nurse coming in and busting us.”

Cynthia kicked the door shut and plonked the case on the bed. “What happened to you?”

“Got knocked out during a raid on some asshole’s premises. Never mind that, now. Just show me the thing.”

She pulled the zipper across as her husband parted the two ends and peeked inside.

“I got everything,” she explained. “Your 9mm, and every black item of clothing I could find. Which wasn’t a lot, so I grabbed whatever I could.”

“Good, good.”

Cohen grabbed the gun and inspected the sides. “Fresh mag?”

“Yeah. Not been touched since we put it in the safe.”

He released the magazine, ran his thumb over the top two bullets, and slotted it back in. “Good. Clothes?”

“Black pants. Denim. And that pullover you think you can still fit into.”

“Very funny.”

Cohen spread the jeans out and stepped into them. “No underwear?”

“I figured you wouldn’t need any.”

“Damn right.”

Cohen buttoned the front of his jeans and slid the gun into the belt. “Shirt.”

Cynthia chucked the white, fluffy top at him, displeased with the way he was acting. “Aren’t you gonna ask how I am? How the kids are?”

“Oh yeah,” he said, flippantly. “How are you?”

Cynthia snorted, close to slapping her husband in the face. “Fine. What’s all this about, Dave?”

Cohen pulled out what he thought was a shirt and scowled when he discovered it was a white, woolen pullover.

“The fuck’s this?”

“Laundry day,” Cynthia explained.

A childish cartoon of a woman with pigtails adorned the front of the top. Underneath, in big, pink text read: “Mary had a little…”

“Are you joking?”

“What?”

Cohen felt his patience drain away. “Is this all you had?”

“It’s either that or go topless and show off your beer belly and man breasts.”

Cohen didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. Reluctantly, he pulled the sweater over his head and flinched at just how tight it clung to his breasts and stomach.

Cynthia smirked at the result with a healthy degree of venom. “Looking good.”

“Fuck you,” Cohen snapped. “I need the Chrysler. Give me the keys.”

“Are you fucking serious, right now?”

Cohen clicked his fingers, impatiently. “Don’t fucking argue with me, you stupid bitch. Give me the keys. Now.”

“How am I meant to get back home?”

“Catch a fucking bus. I don’t care. Just give me the keys.”

Angered, Cynthia slipped her hand in her pocket and took the car key out. “You want this?”

“Yes, give it to me.”

“Okay, Mr. Detective. If you want the keys, you tell me what the fuck is going on.”

“God damn it,” Cohen blurted. “ Andrew gets down here the nanosecond I wake up, only for him to tell me my partner was killed, along with pretty much every good man with us on the raid at Octopus Eight.”

“Jesus Christ, Dave.”

“You can say that again. I should have been killed. I’m lucky to be alive.”

Stunned, Cynthia stared at her husband in the hope that he was playing around.

“Yeah. Andrew relieved me of duty, but something is going on. Something truly fucked up. I’m gonna go deal with it myself.”

“Without your badge?” Cynthia snapped. “You could end up in jail doing something stupid off-duty.”

Cohen deliberately pressed the side of his Beretta M9 with his thumb as he clutched his waist. “Jail? Federal pound-me-in-the-ass prison, more like. Now, give me the keys.”

Cynthia felt her bottom lip wobble. Her husband had volunteered an indirect offer of execution if she didn’t comply with his demand.

“Maybe it would have been better if you were killed, you fucking bastard.”

She threw the car key at his chest and folded her arms. Cohen knew she meant every word of what she’d said, but he couldn’t have given any less of a shit.

“You might just get your fucking wish tonight, if what I think is happening is actually happening.”

“You didn’t even ask about our children.”

Cohen pushed her out of his way and crept towards the door. “Oh yeah. How are they?”

“They’re fine. I left them at my mom’s. I didn’t want to bring them here.”

Cohen snorted and pulled the door open a couple of inches. “Huh. I wish I had a voice recorder.”

“Why?”

“That was a good idea you had. To leave the kids at your mother’s. Recording it would have been evidence of you thinking smart for a change.”

“You fucking asshole.”

Cohen waved his wife over to the door. “Listen to me. Something big is going down at the Freeway Five. I don’t know what it is, but it’s big. Something clandestine fucking cult thing, started by some fraud pretending to be a psychiatrist. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“No. Not, really.”

“Like, seriously fucking behemoth.”

Unimpressed, Cynthia looked in any direction other than her husband’s. “Whatever you say.”

“Hey, hey, Cyn. I’m serious. I might not get out of there in one piece.”

“Praise the Lord for small mercies.”

Cohen lost his temper and slapped her in the face. “Fucking shut up and listen to me. You walk out first, nice and calm, you hear me?”

Despite her size, Cynthia burst into tears in the same mousy way her husband was used to. “Yes.”

“Good. Make your way out of the building. If you see any sign of trouble, or any asshole who wants to keep me in this godforsaken hospital, you turn around and alert me. So I can run back here and pretend I’m asleep.”

Cynthia sniffed and prodded the stinging sensation from her face. “Okay.”

“Good.”

Cohen took a deep breath and kicked the heel of his right shoe into the floor. “Let’s do it.”

 

Creak.

Cynthia smartened herself up and wiped the fatigue from her face as she stepped into the corridor. The first person she ran into was the nurse who’d ushered her to her husband’s room.

Cohen listened to the conversation through the gap in the door. “Shit.”

“Oh, Mrs. Cohen,” Ophelia said. “Everything okay with your husband?”

“Oh, yes. He’s asleep.”

Ophelia appeared to smirk with sympathy. “Very good. I’ll let him rest, then. Good night.”

“Good night.”

Cohen breathed a sigh of relief and licked his lips as he heard the heavy footsteps of the nurse pass by his door. “Good girl, Cyn,” he mouthed. “Now, get moving.”

 

Before Cynthia reached the staircase she felt a wave of confidence bubble inside.

She held her head up high, and straightened her shoulders. Cohen followed twenty feet behind her, looking out for anyone who might come out of the seemingly hundreds of doors on both walls.

What Cohen couldn’t see was the nasty grin that etched across her face by the time she hit the bottom step. “Motherfucker.”

Cohen raced down the stairs, keeping a healthy distance behind his wife. “What the fuck is she doing?” he muttered. “Move, woman. Move.”

 

Cynthia pushed through the door and entered the main pathway to the reception area. Now, it was heaving with so many people it was difficult to walk in a straight line.

A doctor pushed past her with a couple of paramedics running behind him. “Move, move, move.”

“What the hell?” Cynthia complained.

She returned to the path ahead and raised her eyebrows at the sheer density of ill patients blocking the path to the entrance doors. “Jesus.”

Cohen lowered his head and covered his brow as the doctor ran past him. The pathetic effort to conceal his face worked, despite the stupid pullover he was wearing.

At least now he’d sink into the crowd.

In just a matter of seconds he’d be out of the building and in the car—a rousing victory was within his grasp.

“Come on, Cyn. Move,” he muttered.

Then, without warning, Cynthia stopped slap-bang in the middle of the ocean of infected patients. Cohen felt he had to stop, too, given the distance between them—by now, around six feet apart.

She turned her head to the side and threw her husband an evil wink.

Cohen mouthed with disbelief. “What the fuck?”

 

A few of the surrounding patients stopped to watch the bright and vibrant woman stare at her husband from within the crowd.

Cynthia stood out like a violent vibrator jammed into the eye of a needle. She prodded the area of her cheek that he husband had slapped.

The red patch felt like scales of a wounded fish.

Just then, her eyes enlarged as she took in a lungful of air—and screamed her lungs out for as hard, and as long, as she could muster.

“Aaaggghhhhhh.”

Her prolonged scream frightened the patients, who all cowered to their knees with their hands over their ears.

Ophelia pushed her way through the crowd in haste. “What the hell is going on, here?”

Cynthia sucked her chest in again, bent her elbows back, and screamed at the ceiling once again.

Cohen lifted his gun and fired a shot past his wife’s head. The bullet whizzed past her bangs and sliced off a few strands of hair.

Ophelia turned to the man with the gun and immediately clocked the cartoon on his pullover. “Detective Cohen?”

“Yeah,” he shouted and pointed to his wife. “She’s lost her fucking mind. get her.”

Ophelia jumped on the woman’s back and wrestled her to the ground.

Cohen waved his gun at the hordes of patients, most of whom moved back and allowed the two women to fight each other on the floor.

“Everybody get the fuck back,” Cohen roared. “Get back.”

Terrified, the ill and infirm threw their hands in the air and backed up. Those who couldn’t move ducked in their seats, praying they wouldn’t get shot by the madman with the gun.

“That’s right,” he said as he turned to Ophelia. “Get out of the way.”

Cynthia sank her teeth into the nurse’s arm and pulled her mouth away like a rabid dog.

The nurse shrieked as she watched the flesh in her forearm tear from the bone. “Agh, agh—”

“—Get down,” Cohen yelled as he pointed the gun at his wife. “Stop. Stop.”

Cynthia growled at her husband and spat a bloodied chunk of flesh onto the floor. “Fuck you.”

Her eyes turned a piss-colored shade of yellow as she scrambled on all fours over to her husband. Her grunts and growls pounded at the floor as Cohen backed up.

“Get away from me.”

Growl.

In Cohen’s eyes, the woman seemed possessed by something, or someone. Sure, she’d overacted a million times in the past, but something had crept in and took over her body.

“I mean it, get back.”

Cynthia slammed her forearms to the floor and shook her head, forcing her hair to fly away from her head.

Grunt—growl.

“J-Jesus H. Christ,” Cohen stuttered as he backed up, treading on the toes of those moving out of his path. “Cyn? What’s happening to you?”

Roar.

The cartilage in her nose busted through the skin and elongated six feet in front of her face. Her shoulder joints expanded and bust through her clothes.

Crick-craaaaack.

Her forearms extended through her sleeves just as her fingernails turned to mush and bled through a new set of talons.

Ophelia rolled over and cupped the fountain of blood gushing from her injury in her free hand. “For fuck’s sake, shoot her.”

Grunt—growl.

All eyes averted to the hideous mutant on all fours waiting to pounce on the first person who dared to approach her.

“Cyn?” Cohen chanced.

The creature growled, shaking its furry chin left and right, and spraying drool in every direction.

Cohen had no choice but to aim his Beretta at the monster’s forehead. “I’m sorry, Cyn. I don’t know why this is happening.”

The hideous amalgam of woman and dog dug its talons into the floor, preparing to launch itself at her husband.

Bolt.

Her hind feet catapulted her into the air. Cohen swung the gun up to her face as it enlarged in his field of vision with its gaping mouth.

A string of sharp teeth streaked across its mouth before Cohen pulled the trigger.

Blam-blam-blam.

Cohen fired three shots. The first two missed, but the third bullet punctured through the beast’s forehead, sending it spinning upside down in mid-air, before crashing into a bloodied heap on the floor.

Everyone shrieked bloody murder as Cohen swung the gun around and scrambled for the entrance. “Get the fuck out of my way.”

Several patients tripped over their gowns as they created a parting for Cohen to make his escape.

Dri-ii-iinng.

The hospital alarm sounded off as Cohen barged dozens of people out of his path. “Move, move, move.”

 

The man in the silly-looking woolen pullover ran into the parking lot with his gun in his hands. “Where’s the fucking car?”

He raced alongside the outer wall and reached into his pocket. The car keys clung to his palm as he pulled them out and hit the button.

Beep-beep.

The rear lights on a bright green Chrysler flashed on and off from within an ocean of parked vehicles.

“Got it.”

Cohen slipped the gun into his belt and ran as fast as he could to the driver’s side. The cacophonous sound of terror accompanied the alarm blasting out from within the hospital.

Then, emergency service sirens could be heard from the main street.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

Cohen slid into the driver’s seat and hit the ignition. “C’mon you piece of shit. Let’s go.”

He reversed the car into the back of another, forcing his head to smack against the dashboard. The car alarm of the vehicle he’d hit sounded off, along with its flashing brake lights.

Cohen lifted his head and scanned the rear view mirror. A mist of red flashed across his face every other second as he tried to calm himself down.

“No mercy,” he said. “This ends now.”

Determined for blood, he pushed the gear into drive and slammed on the gas.

Screeeeeech.

The tires on the Chrysler donutted around, kicking the dust off the road, and shot off towards the freeway.

 

9:45 pm

 

Gail held her eyes on the lock on the bedroom door handle, lost in her own world.

A voice from an infant barely able to articulate itself came from behind her shoulder. “Ga. Dah—dah.”

She ran her fingers over the bulbous metal and turned it counter-clockwise.

Click.

The mechanism within the frame pushed the door free from the frame. “Goddamn sleepwalker,” she muttered. “After this I’ll be surprised if I ever sleep again.”

Feeling confident about her assessment, she turned around and smiled at the toddler on her bed. “Clive?”

The toddler bounced up and down on the mattress, taking a keen interest in its trampoline-like effect. “Ha-ha.”

“We have to go. now.”

The toddler’s angelic face was a mystery to behold. Clive evidently hadn’t changed much since his early years. Gail knew it was him, for sure. Even the cheeky, drooling grin reminded her of him as an adult.

“Come on.”

Clive didn’t understand the instruction, much less comply with it. “Ga-da. Guh.”

Gail sighed and walked over to the bed. “Don’t tell me you’ve lost the ability to walk.”

Toddler Clive held out his arms, desperate for attention. “Momma.”

“No, not momma. Not anymore.”

Gail lifted him under his arms and placed him onto the floor. “Now, stand there.”

Instead of standing still, Clive tried to put one foot forward—and failed miserably. He hit the ground knees-first and began to cry.

“Oh for heaven’s sake,” Gail snapped, and then realized she had something that may stop him crying. “Hey, look. I got something for you.”

She took out her bunch of keys and swung them in her fingers. The shiny metal and clinking sound worked on Clive, who stopped bawling and started gurgling with excitement.

Gail smiled at him. “There. Look at the shiny-shiny.”

Clive went for the keys as Gail pulled them out of reach. “Nu-uh. You’ll have to stand up and walk to get them.”

She lifted the hanging keys to her waist and took several steps back. “C’mon, Clive. You can do it.”

The toddler’s eyes focused on the hanging metal. Without looking at his limbs, he stood up to his feet and toddled seven steps toward her.

She softened her voice and encouraged him closer. “Very good, Clive. Well done.”

He mumbled as he focused his mind on snatching the keys, bouncing from one foot to the other. “Groooo.”

Gail grabbed the door and stepped out of Clive’s path as he walked through the door and into the corridor.

“Atta boy, Clive. Let’s go.”

 

Whump.

Dressed in a thin, green shirt, Gail shut the door behind her as she held Clive’s hand.

“Now, we’re going for a little walk. Okay?”

“Dada.”

Gail had to dip her left side slightly to walk with the child hand-in-hand. “No, not dada. Momma. Can you say Momma?”

“Moh—” he said, before losing interest.

The pair turned into Sears Road proper and negotiated the uneven sidewalk. 

The noiseless night air was a chance for Gail to reflect whenever Clive didn’t break the mood with one of his silly noises.

Garbage cans littered the streets, the contents of which provided a mini-obstacle course on the pavings stones.

Cartons of milk, empty processed food boxes, bottles of beer and vodka, and dozens of plastic bullet-shaped capsules had been strewn all over the road.

“Jesus, would you look at the state of this place?” she said to anyone who might be listening.

Excited, Clive waved his chubby arms around and drooled down his front.

 

Main Street

 

The sight of a girl in her late teens, or so Gail appeared, walking with a toddler in the wrong part of the valley drew a lot of attention.

Clive had slowed down in the ten minutes it took to reach Main Street. The poor lad was exhausted and on the verge of expressing his unhappiness by way of upset.

“Come on, Clive,” Gail said. “Not long to go, now.”

She knew full well that this was no place for someone like her at this time of night. The hookers on the street corner by Master Wu’s Chinese takeout provided a dirty confirmation of her thoughts.

“Hey, lover,” the first girl said. “Cute fuckin’ kid you got there.”

Not wanting any trouble, Gail smiled and continued walking. “Thanks.”

The second hooker moved out of the shadows. Clearly, she’d abandoned any sense of modesty. The girl was very young, and wore a yellow thong. “You wanna party, babe?”

Gail felt the fear of God warm her limbs as she hurried forward. “No, thanks.”

“It’s cool. We won’t charge extra for the boy.”

“Ugh.”

Gail whimpered at what the hooker had said. Somehow, it made the ghastly concrete jungle she was trying to navigate through all the more antagonistic.

If the people, if she could call them that, wouldn’t kill you, then maybe the valley itself would.

The bright neon lights from the storefronts provided a sickly primary-color effect in the liquid gasoline splashed across the road. The stench in the heat only heightened the sense in everyone’s nostrils.

Fueled by a deathly petroleum, most of the drunk night revelers made a pass at the pretty girl walking with her baby.

A young man pointed at her from the gaping hole in the brickwork where The Place with No Name used to be. Despite being closed off to the public, it was still the place for the kids to hang out and drink themselves into oblivion.

“Hey, sweetheart,” one of the youngsters shouted in between his swigs of beer. “Nice kid.”

His ghastly friend joined in. “I can totally see how that fuckin’ happened.”

Hurl—smash.

From out of nowhere, a tossed bottle exploded around Gail’s sneakers. It forced her to stop and lift Clive up to her chest. “Hey!”

“Fuck you,” the first guy said. “You wanna come over here and suck my dick?”

Gail exclaimed, close to tears. “For heaven’s sake. Can’t you see I have my baby with me?”

The guy tried to keep his balance, but stumbled back in a miasma of inebriation. “F-Fuckin’ A right, sweetie. I think you’d make a great single mother.”

“Hell yeah,” his friend slurred. “Nice ass, nice f-face. Beautiful f-fuckin’ pussy, too. Fresh and f-fuckin’ fertile.”

Gail yelled at them and held Clive to her chest. “Assholes.”

“Hell yeah. You charge extra for that?” the drunkard asked.

The girl ignored his comment and sprinted across the road and out of their path.

“Jesus, Clive,” she said. “Maybe we should’ve taken the bus.”

“Goh-goh,” was about all Clive could manage as they reached the entrance to the Kaleidoscope.

Gail paused to plant Clive’s feet onto the ground. “Hey, buddy. How are you? Let me look at you.”

Clive’s beautiful eyes seemed bigger now that he was barely eighteen-months old.

She held the boy’s shoulders, knowing that he’d lose his balance and fall over otherwise. “I guess walking is out of the question, right?”

She released her grip momentarily to see if her concerns were true.

They were.

The boy tumbled back. If Gail hadn’t caught him in time, he might have cracked the back of his head on the fountain.

“Whoa, tiger,” Gail said. “No, no. Walking definitely is outta the question.”

Clive burst into a fit of giggles. The word question was the most hilarious thing he’d ever heard, evidently.

“Good job you’re not a big boy. I think I’m gonna have to carry you from here. Hup.”

Gail slid her forearm under his ass and lifted him to her abdomen.

“You happy sitting there, huh?”

Clive rolled his arms around randomly, which neither confirmed nor denied his pleasure at having to be carried.

“Guess that’ll have to do, then.”

As Gail stepped forward, she noticed a black woman in a green nightgown walking the opposite way on the other side of the road.

The woman seemed lost in her own world. Even more curious was the fact that she hardly bounced when she walked. It was as if she was gliding.

Gail squinted at the woman and seemed to recognize her. “Huh? Iris?”

It was Iris Goddard on her nightly, dreamy constitutional, not that she’d noticed Gail or the child version of her therapist in her arms. The woman continued her journey past Gail and kept on walking.

“She’s a strange one, isn’t she?” Gail said.

The toddler didn’t respond. Instead, he buried his face in Gail’s shirt and drooled like a leaking washing machine.

“Ugh. Seriously?”

“Gwug,” Clive just about managed.

Storefront after storefront rolled past as she continued to the end of Main Street. Up ahead in the distance, the closed Chrome Valley Theater was notable for its distinct lack of energy.

The lights were off.

The entrance was barricaded.

Before Gail was able to figure out why this might be, a torrent of speeding police cars with their sirens screeching like a banshee raced across the road.

Gail stopped and covered Clive’s head. “Whoa. Where the hell are they going?”

She felt her shirt pull away from the skin on her chest and looked down. Clive had managed to grip it and became fascinated with the fabric.

“Hey, don’t ruin my shirt, buddy.”

The last of the flurry of police cars whizzed past, leaving Main Street to ring out a thunderous echo from their engines.

Gail wiped her eyes with her wrist and blinked. Four slivers of vertical lights hung in the distance. She knew it was usually five of them, but the middle one was blackened out.

Unable to be seen against the dead of night.

“Nearly there, Clive. Hang on tight…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

10:30 pm

 

Gail held Clive in her hands as they waited for the door to apartment 706 to open. She looked down and offered him a smile.

“Hey, how are you?”

Clive scrunched his face and giggled.

“Ahhh-ga-guh.”

His tongue ran along his bottom lip as his voice drifted to nothingness. The boy tried to speak, but couldn’t get the words out any longer.

“Clive? Gail asked.

The boy looked up at her with his beautiful, blue eyes and blinked.

“Can’t speak?”

Clive shook his head once again and wiped his mouth on his long shirt sleeve.

“Oh.”

Click.

The door sprung from its latch and opened an inch to reveal a set of spurious, brown eyeballs. “Who is it?”

“It’s, uh, Gail. And Clive.”

Whump.

The door slammed on her face, and produced another clicking sound from within.

The door opened to reveal Big Six wearing a leather jacket. It wasn’t until he allowed the pair into the apartment that Gail noticed a giant set of wings slung over his shoulders.

“Thank you. Is it in here?”

Big Six checked the hall to make sure nobody was looking, and then pushed the door shut. “Yeah, in the front room.”

“Okay.”

Clive squeezed her hand as they walked in with Big Six in tow.

“Damn, man,” he said. “Little fella’s really ingrown his clothes, huh?”

Sure enough, the end of Clive’s pants traipsed behind his ridiculously large sneakers. He looked like a baby in adult’s clothes, to be sure, but Gail felt that it was the least of their problems.

Clive clapped his hands together as they arrived at the front room and giggled.

Gail crouched before him and wiped his face with her thumb. “You have spit all over you.”

Patiently, the boy allowed the woman to clean his face.

“You want to go in, huh?”

Clive nodded his head with overenthusiastic glee. 

“So, you’re Gail, huh?” Big Six asked.

“Uh-huh?”

“Did Clive put you up to this?”

“Uh, yes,” she said. “But I don’t know what—”

“—We don’t have much time. We gotta get him blanketed and have Bee in the bath a half hour before midnight at least.”

Gail glanced at the baby in her arms and gave proceedings a second thought. “Okay, Clive. Let’s go. Let’s get this over with.”

She stood up straight and placed her palm on the front door.

“Here goes nothing.”

 

***

 

Detective Cohen turned his green Chrysler off the side road.

“The Freeway fucking Five,” he muttered. “Hell on fucking Earth.”

He rolled the vehicle to a stop by the playground’s monkey bars. The “Slorter” graffiti seemed to glow on the metal, illuminating the outer metal seal surrounding the grounds. Cohen pulled the front of his wool pullover down to ensure his stomach was covered. The picture of the girl in pigtails elongated and clung to his flesh.

“Okay, McCord. Let’s get you killed.”

Cohen thumped the glove compartment open. He reached inside for his M9 Beretta and inspected the safety catch.

“Looking good.”

The driver’s door opened and allowed Cohen to plant his left foot on the ground. The sole of his boot crunched onto a discarded bullet-shaped capsule as he climbed out of the car.

Whump.

The car door slammed shut as Cohen looked up the length of the first tower. A flurry of black clouds formed in the horizon, threatening to launch a torrent of rain in the not-too-distant future. They appeared to rumble against the magnificent breeze that blew across his face.

A window on the seventh floor burst to life having been lit up from within. Cohen lowered his gun and sprinted through the playground.

“I’m not arresting you anymore.”

 

***

 

Creak.

Gail opened the door to the front room and raised her eyebrows. “Oh, my.”

She stopped still as she took in the sight.

A yellow three-seater couch lined the right-hand wall.

The television in the corner of the room played a news report on mute.

A knee-high coffee table took center stage in the middle of the room.

The window on the far wall offered a spectacular view of Chrome Valley’s city limits.

“Mama!” Clive snapped as he laid eyes on the teenage girl standing by the window, dressed only in a pale green nightgown. Gail recognized the girl as Bee McCord, and offered her a smile.

Bee saw baby Clive in the woman’s hands and gasped. “Oh, Clive. My darling.”

Gail offered the baby to the girl, who took him in her arms.

“Have you been a good boy for Auntie Gail? Have you? Have you? Yes, you have.”

Clive burst into a fit of giggles and kicked his legs out with excitement, finally reunited with the woman in his life.

Astonished, Gail watched on as Bee pressed her lips to Clive’s forehead and gave him a kiss. “I knew you’d make it in time.”

So shocked was Gail at the revelation, that she hadn’t noticed two more men in the room with her.

Another black man she vaguely recognized from a few days ago grinned at her from beside the television set. “Hello again.”

“I know you,” Gail said, and pointed to Big Six. “You visited the practice on Friday with him.”

Toe Tag grinned and stood up from his crouch position. As he did, two beautiful, feathered wings sprouted from his shoulders.

“That’s right, Gail. I don’t think you’ve met Cind’rella, though?”

Gail followed Toe Tag’s finger to the darkened corner of the room. A pair of white eyes and teeth stretched through the shadows like a concertina, before emerging into his full form.

A black man in a wedding dress. “Hello, Gail.”

“Uh, hi?”

Bee roared with laughter and carried Clive to the yellow sofa. Carefully, she took a seat, and nursed the infant in her arms.

“Cind’rella?” she asked.

“Yes?”

Bee nodded at the plastic bottle with a cream-colored nipple at the end of it. “Clive needs a drink. Could you pass it over, please.”

“Of course.”

“Won’t be long before we start him on my breast, I think.”

Cind’rella hitched his skirt up, approached the table, and passed the baby bottle to Bee.

Gail felt her heart beat faster. To her, the walls were about to close in and crush them all to death. Why was everyone so obedient? Just what the hell was going on, here, she wondered?

Clive suckled on the rubber end and drank the milk.

Bee turned to Gail. “There’s no need to be afraid.”

Desperate to leave, Gail tried to make her excuses. “I, uh—I don’t know if I should—”

“—Nonsense,” Bee said. “Come, sit with me.”

Big Six held his giant hand out at the spare spot on the sofa. “Please, Gail.”

Three black men with angel wings was bad enough, but the teenage girl’s calm demeanor threw Gail as she walked across the room and sat down.

The three men were armed, and something very peculiar was about to happen.

“So,” Bee said. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions.”

Gail averted her gaze to the infant in the woman’s arms. “Yes. I, uh—I don’t know what’s happening.”

Bee nodded with sympathy. “Tell me, Gail. What did Clive tell you?”

Gail’s jaw dropped in with a sense of mystification. “I… can’t remember.”

Bee lifted the end of Clive’s shirt up and over his belly. A thick, black pudgy substance snaked out from his belly button and hung down to his groin, which reassured the girl.

“Oh, but you must remember, Gail. I’m sure he’d have told you all about it.”

“No, no.”

Bee lifted the shirt back down and, with great intent, inspected the baby’s wrist. “I can feel him getting smaller, even now, as he’s in my arms.”

“What?”

“When did my son stop speaking?”

As Gail tried to speak, the girl clapped eyes on four butterfly tattoos on Clive’s wrist—white, red, black, and green.

“Just before we arrived.”

“That makes sense.”

Gail felt her tongue enlarge in her mouth as the whiff of death entered the room. “What the hell are you talking about? Nothing makes sense.”

“Gail, please. Don’t startle my baby. He’s feeding.”

“All I know is that he said once he hits his birthday that he’s going to get smaller and smaller, and to not ask any questions.”

Bee nodded at Toe Tag and lifted Clive a few inches in the air. “Then, tell me, Gail? Why are you assisting him? Us?”

“Because he’s left everything for me.”

The girl passed the gurgling Clive to Toe Tag and rose to her feet. She widened her eyes and looked down on the poor, naive young woman.

“Stand up.”

Terrified, Gail looked up and stammered. “Wh-what?”

“I said stand up.”

Gail took a moment to rise to her feet. Bee checked her out from tip to toe, and finally landed at her stomach. She fanned her fingers out and placed her palms on Gail’s abdomen as if she needed healing.

“What are you doing?”

“Shhh.”

Bee closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment. “Yes, yes. I can feel it. I can feel it.”

Gail whispered through her turmoil. “Bee. I just want to go. You can keep the money.”

“It’s not about the money. It’s about what’s inside of you,” Bee said, and then opened her eyes. “You mated with my son.”

Gail’s lips trembled in a pathetic excuse to avoid stating the obvious. Baby Clive giggled and punched the arm, just in time for Toe Tag to calm him down.

“Hey, McCord. You fucked this broad, did you?” Toe Tag grinned. “Nice work, my friend.”

A tear ran down Gail’s cheek, forcing her to conceal the truth everyone knew.

“You and my boy engaged in coitus,” Bee said. “And he impregnated you. Did you know that?”

Gail nodded so hard that a few tears flung away from her face. “Yes, I know.”

Bee ran her knuckle under the girl’s chin and forced her head up. “Look at me.”

Gail stared into the woman’s pale green eyes. “I am.”

“You need to take care of your baby, Gail. It grows as fast in your womb as Clive grew young. You must leave Chrome Valley and get as far away from here as possible. Use what Clive left you to provide for yourself, and your baby.”

Big Six stepped forward and coughed. “Please, Aphrodite?”

“Yes, Six?” Bee said.

He indicated the clock on the wall. All the numbers were missing, but the hour and minute hands suggested it was now 11 pm.

“We need to get ready.”

Bee threw her shoulders forward, and sighed. “Cind’rella?”

“Yes, my sweet?”

“Please?”

Cind’rella slid behind Bee and pinched the back of the gown with his fingers. The material slid from her arms, then the back of her neck, and off her body, leaving Bee completely naked.

“Thank you.”

Bee blinked hard in quick succession. Her pupils had turned a dull gray on the last opening of her eyelids.

“Let us begin.”

Cind’rella folded the gown in his arms and took a step back. Aghast, Gail looked from the girl’s face, down past her front, and to her legs and feet. A perfect bodily shape—free from blemishes, body hair, or any imperfections.

“What’s g-going on?” Gail asked.

Bee smiled. “Do you like what you see?”

“I just—don’t know what to s-say,” Gail stammered. “Why are you d-doing this?”

Bee took the crying girl’s wrists and smiled. “You can stay and watch, if you wish. But you must leave immediately after.”

“How can you be Clive’s mother? Y-You’re only a child yourself? What’s g-going on?”

A crack of thunder shattered across the walls forcing the ceiling light to flicker on and off for a split-second.

A storm was brewing, and time was clearly of the essence for those in the know.

“Gentlemen?” Bee asked the three men. “Run the bath, please. Toe Tag, give me my boy, please.”

Big Six and Cind’rella fully obliged the girl’s request and left the room. Toe Tag handed the baby back to the girl and stepped towards the door.

“Full?”

“Yes, as planned.”

“Where do you want us to disrobe?”

The question angered Bee, who snapped back at the man. “I don’t care. Do it in the bathroom. And fill the bathtub full, please.”

She produced her right breast and let Clive wrap his lips around her nipple.

“Mmmm,” she said. “Good boy.”

The baby sucked gently and fed himself.

“Boys, please. The bathroom.”

Toe Tag tutted and moved out of the room. “Okay.”

Bee pointed at the coffee table as she held Clive in place for his feeding. “I’m sorry about that, Gail. Could you pass me my shawl, please?”

Gail scanned the table to find a white cloth resting next to a dozen gallon bottles of water. “This?”

“Yes.”

She picked it up and offered it to Bee, who moved her breast from the baby’s mouth and took the shawl in her hand.

The two ends wrapped around his tiny body.

“Not long to go, now. He’s settling down, now.”

Gail stared at Clive’s face. His eyes began to close as he settled down to a near slumber.

“I must ask,” Bee said. “How did Clive convince you to sleep with him?”

“Uh,” Gail struggled. “I don’t know.”

“You didn’t put up a fight, did you? No resistance?”

“Well, uh—”

“—I’d guess it was his good looks and charm that sealed the deal,” Bee chuckled. “He’s quite the persuader, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, I, uh, guess?” Gail said. “What—what are the other three doing?”

“It’s nearly midnight. This is the final hour of Clive’s life. Before we go to war. Look at him. He’s practically a newborn, now. Oh, look. That’s his little umbilical cord, there.”

Bee lifted the flimsy, black film streaking out from his belly button.

“Means he’s nearly ready, too.”

“Please, Bee. Tell me what’s going to happen.”

Bee scrunched her face and relented. “Okay. I’m not sure you’re going to fully understand what you’re about to hear. I guess it’s better I tell you where we’ve come from.”

Gail exhaled and finally succumbed to whatever fate she was about to experience. “Okay.”

“Just know that you’ll come to no harm. As long as you do what I say.”

“I will.”

Bee said, before glancing at her sleeping child once again. “How old would you say I look, Gail?”

“I don’t know? Clive said you were thirteen.”

“Thirteen and a half in years,” Bee said. “But do you know what that is in weeks?”

“Ummm—”

“—It’s okay, don’t try to work it out. As of yesterday, it’s seven-hundred-and-six weeks. Which is also the number of our apartment, and that of the apartment that burned two nights ago.”

“Seven zero six?”

“Yes, Gail,” Bee explained. “You’re going to find this hard to believe, but I am not a teenager. I’m actually close to thirteen hundred-years-old. Born in the year of our lord, seven-oh-six. Anno Domini.”

Gail couldn’t process the lies she felt she was being told. “What? What does that mean?”

“When Clive returns to me, it will precipitate my own return to my mother, and her to her own mother, and so on. Through the centuries, back to where we came.”

“I don’t understand,” Gail said. “Through the years?”

“The McCord clan is a lie. A fake. We are not like your usual, everyday family,” Bee said. “Now that we have located and taken the ills of the world, my child and I are going to fight them. Literally. And then return home to where we belong.”

Gail felt her hands shake as the clouds rumbled from the other side of the window. “Where?”

“Not where, Gail. When.”

“When?”

“It has been a journey lasting centuries. We’ve been chasing the source of the apocalypse. You know what they are. Don’t you?”

Clive shuffled in his mother’s arms and slid his thumb into his mouth. Gail found the move, and the information, utterly fascinating.

“I could guess, but I don’t know.”

“Pestilence, war, famine, disease,” Bee said. “Ring any bells?”

“I know what three of those things are.”

Bee held the baby up to her chest and revealed the four butterfly tattoos. “The first, leading source was white. The second one, red. The third is black. The final one is green.”

Bee pointed to each one in turn. “Pestilence. War. Famine. Death.”

Gail’s face froze as she pointed to the final, green butterfly on the baby’s wrist. “Oh my God. The gallery. That’s where he caught—”

“—Uh-huh,” Bee grinned. “We traveled the four corners of the world, far and wide, pursuing them and the individuals they traveled with. Clive needed to get inside their minds to do it.”

“Oh, Jesus.”

“Mmm. And what better way to do so than to pose as a therapist.”

“This is c-crazy,” Gail stammered with fear.

“Now, my dear. We must defeat them.”

“Is this why the Valley got sick and fought against each other?” Gail asked. “Because of these four things?”

“When Clive caught them, it cursed the Valley.”

“But—but… where is his father?”

Bee frowned at having to recollect the turbulent night of the baby’s conception.

“When I gave birth to Clive forty-eight years ago, I stopped growing. At thirteen-and-a-half years-old. This time around, a pedophile named Zacharia fathered Clive. He, too, journeyed with us. And every time I was born to the next, I would suffer the injustice over and over again. Alas, it is over, now. Clive and I will reunite, finally, to turn back the tide. Each of us born with four limbs. Together, we are eight.”

Gail held her breath, expecting the woman to explode. “Eight?”

“Back to the dawn of mankind.”

“Mankind? Unite—?”

 

Bang-bang-bang.

Gail and Bee turned to the hallway. Someone slammed the door repeatedly in a furious haze of impatience.

Cohen’s voice slid through the cracks in the door. “This is the police. Open the door.”

“Oh, shit,” Gail said. “It’s him.”

“Who?”

“The detective guy. Cohen.”

Bee crossed her forearms over the baby. “It was simply a matter of time.”

Thud-thud-thud.

Cohen screamed from the other side of the door. “McCord? I know you’re in there. Open this door, now, before I blow it off its hinges”

“Toe Tag,” Bee yelled. “The door. Bring your piece. Now.”

Out in the hallway, a furious Cohen kicked the door as hard as he could.

Crack—creak.

“Open the goddamn door, McCord.”

A bare-naked Toe Tag ran up the corridor and stopped at the front room with his pistol in his hand. Bee looked at him from within the room and squinted.

“Toe Tag?”

“Yeah.”

Gail leaned forward and couldn’t help but stare at the giant wings sprouting from the wounds in his shoulders.

Bee nodded at the door to the apartment. “It’s a detective from the Valley PD. His name is Cohen. He wants to stop us from doing what we have to do. This is his second try.”

“What about the baby?” he whispered back.

Furious, Bee nodded at the front door. “Just execute the fucking pig and dunk him in the nectar.”

“Got it.”

Toe Tag aimed his pistol at the front door. “Yo,” he screamed. “Stop bangin’ on the door, asshole, and fuck off.”

Cohen yelled through the crack in the door’s hinges. “This is the police. Open the door.”

Toe Tag said thumbed the hammer back on his pistol and took aim at the spy hole. “Yeah, you can fuckin’ try it, you pussy-ass motherfucker. Come on. Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.”

“God damn it.”

Big Six poked his head out of the bathroom door and winced at Toe Tag, who kept his gun aimed down the hall. “The fuck y’all doin’?”

“Five-oh tryna bust in here and fuck our shit up,” Toe Tag said. “I’mma fuck his shit up first.”

“Fuck.”

Big Six slid back into the bathroom and let go of his penis. He crouched down by his discarded jeans and reached into the pocket. His wings sprang out and slapped against Cind’rella’s ass.

“Man, keep pissin’,” Big Six said. “Me and Double-T got some five-oh to execute.”

Cind’rella had his left leg on the side of the bathtub and the base of his penis in his right hand.

“Who?”

Big Six gripped his pistol and stood up, narrowly avoiding Cind’rella’s penis. “Man, get your junk outta my face.”

Cind’rella aimed his appendage at the bath and continued to urinate. “What? You got up in my dick.”

“Keep fillin’ the tub,” Big Six said. “We’re runnin’ outta time.”

“I am, I am. Now go and deal with that pig, man.”

 

Big Six ran into the hallway with his gun drawn. “Yo, Double-T?”

“Yeah?”

“Open the door. We can shoot a motherfucker in the face.”

“Nah, he might back down—”

BANG—CRASH.

Bee and Gail jumped in fright as the front door burst from its hinges, and tumbled down the hallway.

“Jesus Christ.”

Bee threw baby Clive into Gail’s hands. “Quick, get down.”

“Okay.”

The two girls dropped to their knees and slid themselves underneath the yellow sofa.

Clive’s eyes sprang open, much to Gail’s astonishment. “No, Clive. Good boy. Don’t make a sound.”

 

Cohen moved away from the apartment door with his gun drawn. “I’m coming in.”

“Man, fuck you,” Toe Tag’s voice raced from the corner wall.

Toe Tag pushed his arm around the corner wall and fired a shot. The bullet blasted Cohen’s left shoulder and splattered the wall with blood.

“Gaaoowww.”

Clive struggled for freedom underneath the yellow couch. “Ga-ga.”

“No, Clive.”

Scritch.

The baby rolled out of her arms and crawled out from under the sofa, and headed for the hallway.

Bee squealed after him. “Clive, no. Come back.”

The infant crawled into the hallway, just as Toe Tag took a step back, his attention drawn to Big Six.

“Yo, Six, man. I think I hit him—”

“—Shit,” Big Six gasped. “The baby.”

Toe Tag looked down, and planted his foot to the side of the crawling infant, narrowly avoiding treading on him. “God damn it.”

Cohen clutched his shoulder and pressed his back against the blood-splattered wall. “Ughhh. I ain’t fuckin’ around, no more. Get out here, now.”

He aimed his gun at the front room and fired three shots.

Blam-blam-blam.

The bullets tore through the wall, and coughed a plume of dust in all directions. The two girls screamed for their lives as they covered their heads.

Big Six ran forward and pushed Toe Tag out of the way. “Fuck, the kid, man.”

“What?”

“The fuckin’ kid—”

Big Six intended to grab the child before he turned into the path of Cohen’s next round of gunfire.

It was too late.

Cohen lifted his gun and spotted the crawling baby at the same time. Big Six launched himself at the wall and crashed against it.

He shot at Cohen who, in turn, shot back.

The baby cackled with laughter and drooled as it stopped on all fours, and watched the bullets whizz past Cohen’s sides and shave the strands of wool from his top.

Cohen and Big Six aimed their guns at each other.

“Drop it,” both of them said in unison.

“No,” Cohen ordered. “You drop yours.”

“Fuck you. You drop yours.”

Big Six squinted at Cohen’s woolen top and nearly burst out laughing. “The fuck are you wearing?”

Cohen spotted the giggling baby sitting on the floor. Then, he caught sight of Big Six’s ridiculously huge appendage hanging between his thighs.

“You’re one to talk. Why are you naked?”

“None of your fuckin’ business, asshole.”

Cohen’s ears pricked up as he thought the worst. A naked man and a baby, seemingly alone in an apartment.

“My God, you’re sick.”

Big Six threatened the man with his gun. “Nigga, I ain’t touching the child. You don’t know what y’all messing with.”

Baby Clive found the two men’s arguments hilarious. He rolled onto his side and hit the floor in a state of play.

“You’re sick in the fucking head.” Cohen said. “Get on your knees, you sick fuck, and place your hands on your head.”

Big Six pulled the trigger. “Nah, man—”

Click-click-click.

He was out of bullets—and in very, very deep trouble. Cohen grinned and pointed the gun square between his enemy’s eyes.

“You’re shit outta luck there, fuckhead.”

Big Six held out his arms, and begged for mercy. “Yo! Please, officer. I’m a fuckin’ angel. You execute me, and bad shit starts happenin’.”

Baby Clive rolled to his ass and clapped his hands together. Cohen was far too interested in executing Big Six to notice.

Cohen grinned as he prepared to execute the man.

“Those wings don’t fool anyone. You’re no angel. You’re a bat.”

Toe Tag held his breath, hiding around the corner. He was about to step out and save his colleague’s life, when he looked down to the baby.

Clive clapped his hands together, awkwardly, as if trying to figure out how to use his own body.

“Huh?” Toe Tag gasped.

Cohen slid his index finger around the trigger and, seconds away from killing Big Six, offered him his parting advice.

“You touch an infant and I’ll make damn sure you go to hell.”

The trigger pulled back—and released before a bullet was fired, much to Cohen’s surprise.

“What the fuck?”

“Gug-gug,” Clive said.

“Huh?”

Cohen’s arm vibrated, shaking the Glock in his hand. Clive lifted his right, chunky baby arm up and out.

Cohen’s arm did the same, quite without his permission. “What the fuck?” 

Toe Tag, Big Six, Bee, and Gail, watched on as Cohen’s right arm mimicked the baby’s.

“Oh, my God.”

Baby Clive extended his index and middle finger on his hand, and pressed them against his own temple.

Cohen’s arm emulated the baby’s as the barrel of his Beretta buried into the side of his head. The man’s eyes widened with terror. “Wh-wh-whuh—”

Clive pressed his thumb down which, in turn, made Cohen’s finger pull the trigger.

Tchip—schplatt.

Cohen shot himself in the head. The left-hand wall suffered a vicious splattering of skull and brains.

The man dropped to his knees and screamed as baby Clive giggled, satisfied with himself.

Cohen half-snored through his busted skull cavity and pushed his broken jaw up into his upper palate. “Gnesh-gwarg—”

Big Six stared at the dying man. “Jesus Christ, Clive. For a baby, you really kick ass.”

“Dada,” Clive just about managed, before pointing at the severely injured man.

“Hehe. No, I’m not dada.”

Toe Tag ran up to Cohen and raised his eyebrows in shock. “Shit. The pig’s still alive.”

Bee crawled out from under the sofa and ran into the hallway. “No more noises. We don’t want to draw any attention.”

She scooped baby Clive into her hands and inspected him for damage. “Good boy, honey. You okay? Did you kill the bad man?”

Clive nodded and closed his eyes.

“I think that’s enough excitement for one day—”

“—Gnesh, guk-guk-guk,” Cohen groaned, still on his knees with the flesh in his throat roping down his chest.

A pool of blood formed around his knees and bled out towards the front room.

Bee bopped Big Six on the shoulder. “Get this piece of shit cop in the bathroom. Take care of him in there.”

“Take care of him?” Big Six asked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean fucking drown the cunt in the bathtub. You have filled the fucker, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. The effluvium from your bladders will dissolve the corpse adequately enough. It’ll be like he never showed up. Now, go.”

Toe Tag grabbed Cohen’s shoulders and dragged the half-killed amalgam of battered flesh and blood along the floor. “He’s still breathing. And yeah, we’re on it. But the tub ain’t full just yet.”

Gail crawled out from under the sofa and tried to process what she was watching.

“Oh, Jesus,” she muttered, aghast. “Surely not?”

Bee kicked Big Six in the back of the leg and pointed at the bathroom door. “Just get in there and finish him off. Jesus, do I have to do everything my Goddamn myself?”

Cind’rella peered out from the behind the door frame. “Hey. I’ve nearly filled the bath. You got more bottled water? I need to keep drinking so I can piss more.”

“Get back in there,” Bee squealed. “Keep filling the tub. You got a mostly-dead pig coming your way for a dissolving.”

 

Toe Tag wrenched Cohen’s blood-soaked body into the bathroom. “Coo-ey, Cinders. Room for one more?”

Cind’rella yelped and fanned his face with his hands, coquettishly. “Oooo. What happened to him?”

Toe Tag leaned what remained of Cohen’s body against the pissed-filled bath. “Clive happened.”

“The baby?”

“Uh-huh.”

Toe Tag grabbed a fistful of Cohen’s hair and yanked his head up to the light on the ceiling. The left side of his skull collapsed onto his shoulder, producing a strange mix of yellow, white, and red fluid.

“Awwwww, that’s just nasty,” Toe Tag said. “I got his brains on my fuckin’ arm, man.”

“We drowning him?”

Cohen’s busted nostrils bubbled mucus down his chin and produced a deathly snoring sound. “K-Kill m-me—”

“—Yeah, the dude’s still breathing.”

Cind’rella hopped down from the edge of the tub, his penis accidentally flinging blobs of urine into Cohen’s shattered skull.

“Hey, be careful. You’re getting piss all over us.”

Splot—shhhhh.

A bead of urine sizzled on Cohen’s forehead and burned through the bone like acid.

“Sorry about that, man.”

Cind’rella hooked his hands under Cohen’s arms and lifted him over the edge of the mostly-full tub.

“Grab his back and push his face in, man. We need this guy gone.”

“Okay, okay.”

Toe Tag did just that. He rammed the butt of his palm into Cohen’s spine, and forced his skull into the sea of urine.

Sizzle-shhh.

A plume of human smoke coughed into the air as the urine burned through Cohen’s head and neck and set it ablaze.

Toe Tag tried not to puke as he pushed Cohen’s shoulders into the murky, yellow sea.

“Fuck, man. Who knew angel’s piss could be so toxic?”

“Amen to that, my friend.

Toe Tag wafted the smoke away from his face. “Ah, fuck, man. This fuckin’ stinks.”

Gwub-gwub-gwub.

Cohen didn’t put up much of a fight. It took only twenty seconds for his chest and shoulders to dissolve and burn in the pool of urine.

His body went limp against the side of the tub, which allowed Toe Tag and Cind’rella to breathe a sigh of relief.

“Shit. Coulda done without this cop showin’ up,” Cind’rella said. “His blood is mixing with the piss, man.”

“I know.”

“That’s not gonna affect the birth, is it?”

The pair watched as Cohen’s skin and bone disintegrated in the pool of nectar. Bubbles raced up to the surface and popped all over the surface of the acidic urine.

“No choice, now. We can’t refill it. Not enough time, man.”

Just then, Big Six walked in, set his pistol on the wash basin, and waved his hand in front of his nostrils.

“Shit. I mean, I knew angel piss was acidic, but this is messed up.”

Cind’rella reached into the tub and scooped some blood-infused urine into his hands. “We was just talking about that. Won’t this pig’s blood fuck up the ceremony thing if it’s mixed with our piss?”

“I dunno,” Toe tag said. “Don’t tell Aphrodite, or she’ll shout at us again, and that’s the last fuckin’ thing I need right now.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

11:50 pm

 

The five tower blocks that formed the Freeway Five Estate were the only sign of active life. All except the middle, third tower, which had been reduced to a blackened husk two nights ago.

Rumble.

The dark clouds swarmed around the giant antenna atop the first tower, threatening to fire a bolt of electricity at it.

Swiss—smash.

A streak of white lightning forked across the darkness and crashed against the metal antenna, briefly sending orange sparks across the rooftop, illuminating the brickwork and shaking the exterior cladding.

The force was enough to rock Cohen’s parked Chrysler back and forth on its tires.

 

***

 

Bee cradled the sleeping baby Clive in her arms and focused her attention on the back window in the front room. “It has begun. The storm is coming.”

Gail waited by the door. She seemed to be at peace with whatever was about to happen. If nothing else, she felt special—a part of something wonderful, despite its morbid histrionics.

“What happens now?”

Bee scanned the wall clock, which read ten minutes to midnight. “It’s amazing, really. I never thought this time would ever arrive.”

Gail offered her a petulant smile of sympathy, failing completely to understand or second-guess Bee’s actions, as she marveled at the sky.

“Oh, how I’ve rehearsed this moment in my dreams. The moment everything, finally, is put right. Good is finally restored. A second chance.”

“A second chance?”

Bee glanced at Gail’s stomach. “The second iteration.”

The girl flicked her black hair over her shoulders and smiled as she walked out of the room. “Come. Follow me.”

Gail slid her hand into Bee’s and clutched it as tight as she could.

 

The two girls entered the bathroom and approached Cind’rella.

“Midwife?” Bee asked.

“At your command, Aphrodite.”

“Please. Take the child.”

Cind’rella held out his hands and took the tiny newborn baby.

Big Six and Toe Tag stood aside and made way for Bee to step into the tub full of sparkling nectar.

Splott-splott.

Bee lowered herself into the yellow pool and gently pressed her back to the end of the bath. “What time is it?”

Big Six checked his wristwatch. “Ten minutes till show time.”

Gail took a step into the bathroom and followed Cind’rella as he crouched beside the tub with the crying infant.

“What do you want me to do?”

Bee turned to her and gripped the side of the bath. “You must leave, now.”

“But where?”

Toe Tag swiped Cohen’s blood-spattered pants from the floor and reached into the pocket. “You can’t stay here,” he said as he fumbled around and pulled out a set of keys.

“Catch.”

He threw them at Gail, who caught them in her hands. “Car keys?”

“Take the pig’s car. Get out of here.”

Confused, Gail threw Bee a look of puzzlement. “Where am I meant to go?”

Bee lifted her hips and draped her legs over the sides of the bath. “You cannot stay, Gail.”

The girl scooped the urine in her hands and splashed it over her stomach.

“Leave the Valley. It’s not safe here.”

A punching sensation hit Gail in her abdomen. She looked down to see the skin covering her stomach glowing orange. “Wh-what’s happening to me?”

“You must protect the child,” Cind’rella said. “Now, go. Someplace safe.”

“B-But, I—”

“—Just go,” Bee barked with anger. “Somewhere safe. Somewhere you can stay, and where you won’t be seen.”

Gail had no choice but to follow the instructions. These guys meant business, and death might follow if she chose to stick around for much longer.

“The storm is upon us,” Cind’rella said. “Keep safe. Protect your child.”

“Run,” Toe Tag said. “Leave.”

Gail finally saw sense, turned around, and ran out of the bathroom.

 

The moment Gail turned the corner she burst into tears, held back by the sheer agony pounding at her stomach.

“Oww.”

Rumble—crack.

The walls in the corridor leading to the busted apartment entrance shook back and forth.

“What the hell—”

Crash.

The door frame split apart, pushing the busted slab of wood towards her as she hopped over it. Gail yelped and headed for the staircase.

 

In the bathroom, Bee draped her legs over the sides of the bath and smiled at the three men.

Cind’rella crouched with the baby; Toe Tag bent over next to him, and Big Six standing over his shoulder.

They looked down, forlornly, at the woman as she lifted her hips up and gripped the side of the tub.

“I’m ready.”

Baby Clive’s opened eyes seemed to sting, smeared with a gelatinous goop. He fought back with his spindly limbs and cried.

Toe Tag extended two fingers and closed the baby’s eyes as softly as he could. “Shhh.”

Bee prepared herself and took a lungful of urine-scented air through her nose. “Do it.”

“Yes.”

Cind’rella lifted the baby over the edge of the tub and placed his hands into the yellow ocean. The black rope-like extension hung from its belly button and slapped into Toe Tag’s hand.

“Hold still, Aphrodite.”

Bee looked down the length of her piss-soaked chest and stomach. “I am. Be gentle. It’s been a while.”

Toe Tag used his elbows to dig inside her thighs, and expose her vagina opening. He licked the end of the black cord, and splayed her apart with his forefinger and thumb.

“Oh,” Bee moaned. “Carefully.”

Toe tag thumbed the thick end of the cord into Bee’s vagina. When he released it, it wound taut, as if something inside her was swallowing it back.

Clive shivered in Cind’rella’s hands as he slowly delivered Clive through the sea of nectar, umbilical cord—first.

“There, there, little guy.”

Crash—slam.

The walls shook, once again, scaring Big Six. “That’s it. We’re here. We got about sixty seconds.”

“I’m doing it, man,” Cind’rella said. “Don’t rush me. Double-T, open her up.”

Toe Tag buried the butt of his palms in the crook of Bee’s thighs, and spread her skin apart.

“Do it.”

The sleeping Clive shivered as Cind’rella clasped his fingers around the baby’s ankles and pushed them at the girl’s labia.

“Mmmm,” Bee said. “Inside, inside.”

Clive’s tiny toes sank inside, followed by his shins, knees, and waist.

Gwump-glug.

Bee’s vagina lips clamped down around the baby’s body and seemed to suck and chew. Her stomach heaved as she gripped the edge of the bath and bit her lip. “Mmmm, fuck. Push. Push.”

Toe Tag and Big Six brushed each other’s wings down, daring each other to witness the inverted birthing process.

“Ugh, I can’t watch this shit.”

“I hear ya,” Big Six said. “Be glad to get back and have this all done, for real.”

“Would you two motherfuckers shut the hell up and let me rebirth?” Bee screamed, finally succumbing to the pain caused by the stretched elasticity in her vulva. “Nggggg. Goddamn motherfuckers, shut the hell up and push.”

Cind’rella held his breath as he slid his palms up the baby’s back. “Yo, Aphrodite?”

“What?” Bee panted.

“Swallow. He’s nearly in.”

“Fuck.”

Bee clenched the muscles in her ass and slammed the back of her head against the tiles. “Come on, you little fucker. Come on.”

Schloop.

Clive’s torso shunted into her vagina, leaving just his chest, arms, and head poking out the end.

“Quicker, quicker,” Cind’rella said.

Bee squealed in anger. “I’m trying, asshole.”

A torrent of urine blasted out from within her opening and flew over Cind’rella’s shoulder as her muscles worked on swallowing her son.

Schwump—Schloo.

The bottom half of Clive’s body punched through to her uterus and stretched the sides, sending a dagger of pain up her spine.

“Gaahh.”

“Hold still,” Cind’rella complained as Clive’s head slid out of his palms. “Go.”

Finally, Clive’s face disappeared inside, and Bee closed up.

“Holy shit,” Big Six muttered. “He’s in.”

Cind’rella stood up to his feet and rubbed the vaginal detritus from his hands. “Fuck yeah, he’s in. I never thought that would work.”

Bee relaxed in the pool of urine as the pain appeared to subside. Her stomach bulged, and the creaking veins under her skin lit up like a fiery-orange Christmas tree.

Big Six turned to the window and opened it. “Okay, let’s go.”

“No, wait,” Toe Tag said. “Make sure she’s okay.”

She writhed around, sloshing the urine back and forth as her body absorbed the newborn baby. “That’s it.”

“How are you feeling, Aphrodite?” Cind’rella asked. “Do you want us to stay?”

“No, go. Go,” she gasped. “This is our fight. Mine and my child’s. Four limbs become eight. Go, now.”

“As you wish.”

Big Six climbed onto the window ledge and flapped his wings. He turned to the sky and squinted at the black storm that thundered all around the Valley.

“Follow me.”

Big Six’s body erupted in a volcanic white light, which then bulleted into the night sky. Toe Tag hopped onto the ledge and did the same.

Cind’rella turned to Bee for the final time and smiled. “You did well.”

“Fuck off back to heaven, you sarcastic, celestial cunt.”

“Ha. And who says deities never had a sense of humor?”

Bee spat at him and clenched her buttocks together. “Give the big man my regards.”

“You got it.”

Cind’rella’s wings expanded with such ferocity that the left one hit the mirror and smashed the glass.

“Imbecile,” Bee squealed.

“Sorry.”

Cind’rella gripped the window frame and swung his right leg over the ledge. He turned up to the sky, held out his hands, and then—

Wvhooom.

Like his two colleagues before him, Cind’rella’s body catapulted into the sky like a blazing white arrow from a crossbow.

Bee exhaled and relaxed every muscle. Her heavily pregnant stomach bulge reduced ever-so-slowly as she released her grip on the tub’s edge.

“Ugghhh, never again.”

 

***

 

Gail exited the first tower block and ran at speed towards the playground. Cohen’s green Chrysler was the only vehicle she saw.

“Is that the car?” she huffed as her belly heaved.

Groooaaann.

She doubled-over and held her stomach, close to vomiting all over the steering wheel. “Oh, G-God.” She spat a rope of saliva onto her feet and, once the pain quelled, returned upright and wiped her mouth.

“Let’s get outta here.”

She held the car key to the vehicle and hit the button.

Beep-boop.

The Chrysler’s lights flashed as it unlocked. Gail traipsed across the ground, inadvertently sweeping several discarded plastic capsules with the side of her shoe.

“Ugh, ugh.”

Just before she reached the car, a series of extraordinary bright lights fired out from the seventh floor window behind her.

“Huh?”

Whip—cram-bang-bang.

One by one, each of the three white lights crashed into the clouds above. Gail pressed her hands against the side of the car for balance as she witnessed the bizarre event. “What the hell is that?”

Rumble-crack.

Just then, a giant thunderbolt attacked the first tower’s antenna, sending a shock wave of blue thunder down the sides.

“Jesus Christ.”

Terrified, Gail slid into the driver’s side and hit the start button on the dashboard.

“I gotta get outta here.”

The ignition kicked to life at precisely the same time the first tower shook and threatened to topple.

Each of the windows on the seventh floor exploded, showering the playground with vicious shards of glass that crashed around the car.

“Aggghh, Jesus—”

Shoom-stab.

A giant dagger pierced through the hood of the Chrysler, punching half of the emblem from the hood.

Clang.

The “ler” part of the emblem hit the ground, as the first five letters swung from the bumper—“Chrys.”

Gail screamed and stepped on the gas, unaware that the gears were in reverse.

Vroom-swerve.

The car rolled back at speed, forcing the trunk into the climbing frame. “Shit, shit, shit.”

Gail threw the stick into drive, and rammed her right foot to the floor. “Go, go.”

The tires chewed into the concrete, kicking up a mound of dust, dirt, and spent capsules into the air.

“C’mon, drive.”

The tread on the tires caught the ground and pushed the Chrysler forwards. The right-hand tire jumped onto the playground side, forcing the vehicle onto its side as the accelerator blasted.

Gail squealed and gripped the steering wheel as time appeared to slow down. Her eyelids lifted as she watched the road ahead turn three-hundred-and-sixty-degrees and lift away from view.

The Chrysler somersaulted after rocketing off the slide. Each tire spun over the underside and turned around to enable a crash-land onto the road.

Gail spun the steering wheel to the right and hit the deserted road that led to the city center. “Jeez.”

She clapped her eyes on the rear view mirror and watched the first tower at the Freeway Five shimmy like a stack of cards.

It burst around the midpoint, producing scores of almighty shafts of lights.

Breeeem-crunch-crunch.

Gail started to hyperventilate. “What the—?”

Roooarr.

Two giant hooves obliterated the east-facing side of the tower, which was then followed by an Ungodly whine of terror.

“Holy, shit.”

Gail focused her attention on the road ahead. The gas station loomed in the distance, enabling her to concentrate on getting out of the Valley.

She tried to adjust the steering wheel, but felt something on her lap push back.

Shove-shove.

Gail looked down to find her stomach bulging through her shirt and pressing at the underside of the rubber steering wheel.

“Oh, G-God—”

When she sucked her abdomen in, the sensation of lava seeped into every muscle in her torso. “Gah, gah.” It was enough for her to straighten the wheel and keep in lane.

Another quick check of the rear view mirror was the last thing she should have done. What looked like a fifty-foot horse galloped up the road behind her, stopping to pulverize several parked cars at the side of the road.

Behind it, the first two at the Freeway Five burned into the night sky, encouraged by dozens of streaks of lightning crashing against it from the black clouds above.

Gail turned to the road and rammed her heel to the floor. She reached into her pocket, pulled out her cell phone, and held it to her ear.

“Call Mom.”

Biddip-beep.

The screen on the phone lit up the right side of Gails’ face. “Come on, answer.”

Neeiiggghhh.

The giant horse-like monstrosity bounded forward, its hoofs smashing the tarmac every stomp it produced.

The gas station whizzed past as Gail screamed into her phone. “Mom, pick up—”

“—Honey?” came the elderly voice. “What’s happening?”

“Mom? Something truly weird is h-happening. I’m coming to see you.”

“What’s happening? There’s people outside fighting. There are cars everywhere.”

“I know, don’t leave the hospital, you’re safe there—”

“—I won’t,” the breaking voice said. “But, honey.”

“No buts, Mom,” Gail said, before tailing off into a state of absolute catatonia as she scanned the side mirror.

The gas station exploded, having been trashed by the galloping horse giving chase to the Chrysler.

“I gotta go.”

She threw her cell phone to the passenger seat and turned the wheel to the right, pushing the car into the right lane, and into the turn-off for the city center.

 

***

 

Bee pressed her palm to her washboard abdomen and caught her breath. Slowly, she waded her knees in and out, forcing the torrent of urine back and forth.

The ceiling lights blinked on and off at a furious pace, creating a strange staccato effect in the room. One split-second, Bee was in the bath, then she wasn’t.

The light snapped on and illuminated her hands and her knees, then they flicked off into darkness.

Bee lifted her head to the ceiling and screamed. “What are you waiting for? Do it.”

Rumble-crash.

The room shook back and forth, forcing a torrent of yellow water up against the ceiling. Bee dug her heels at the far end of the bath and pushed her back against the tiles.

“Uggghhh, fuck.”

The remains of Cohen’s undissolved body vibrated and burst through the seams of its pants. Two hind legs kicked out, forcing two hooves out through the holes at the end of each leg.

Click-clack—baa—aaaa.

Bee grabbed hold of the telescopic pole in the corner, and threw her legs over the edges once again. “Uhhh, come on. Come on.”

The strands of wool from his fused wool top fizzed and sparked against the side of the bath, and blew out with genuine wool. The pigtailed cartoon girl on the front giggled as his body formed into a lamb.

“Baa—aaaa.”

Clop-clop.

The lamb stomped around the bathroom and lunged towards the window. It used its hind legs to catapult itself through the glass…

Smash.

 

“Come on,” she squealed at the top of her lungs. “Get out of my body—”

Spritch.

Bee would have finished her sentence if it weren’t for her hip bones snapping through her waist. “Guh.”

Her eyelids slammed shut as the room tumbled around, flinging the bottom half of her body in all directions like a swing in a hurricane.

Her body went limp as her arm clung to the telescopic pole, rendering her piss-soaked, naked body to that of a pinata. The bathroom walls, tub, mirror, and ceiling each took turns punching every inch of her body as the room twisted around and suffered the strikes of lightning outside.

Then, her knees blasted open with such force her pelvic bone broke and daggered out through her skin.

Her vagina opening yawned out.

A white forearm punched out from within, its fur soaked in Bee’s amniotic fluid. And, at the end of the arm, not a hand—but a blackened hoof.

The knee on the forearm bent at a right angle, enabling the hoof to strike down onto Bee’s jaw and punch it clean away from her head.

Whump—splatch.

The second her jawbone hit the tub full of urine, a beautiful, red horse’s coronet burst out from inside her throat. It crashed through her teeth and gums and jutted into the air.

Neeiigghh.

The bathroom tumbled around one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, forcing Bee’s lower half to dangle towards the ceiling. The two arms crashed their hoofs against the two adjacent walls for balance.

The unconscious Bee’s knees swung against the inertia, and landed on her upturned chest.

It was almost as if whatever was inside her knew what it was doing.

The two black hooves attached the two equine arms protruding from her vagina and mouth released the pressure on the walls. Each of them bent their knees, and prepared to attack Bee’s behind.

Whump—splatch.

The two hooves bulleted into her rectum, splitting her butt cheeks apart, and gouged around inside.

Streeeetch—swchump.

Her engorged anal cavity vomited out a third leg—this time, one covered with black fur. The hoof on the end sprang out so fat it punched into the wall and took out much of the brickwork.

 

The lamb landed hooves-first onto the slide in the playground, and whizzed off the end, rolling to a stop on the spongy ground.

“Baa-aaaa-aaaa.”

It traipsed through the swings, shunting them back and forth, before arriving at the shiny metal edge of the playground’s circumference.

Scritch-sratch.

The lamb’s hooves began tearing chunks out of the spongy ground.

Crack-crack-blast.

“Baaa-aaa.”

A deathly array of cracks tore the ground of the play area and released a pure beam of white light. The slide, swings, and climbing frame all plummeted into the Earth as the ground broke away in sections.

 

***

 

What was left of Bee’s body twisted around to such a degree that her hair entwined with the telescopic pole and her neck. 

The strands of hair slithered around her neck to form a noose.

Three legs of a horse fought for freedom from her mouth, vagina and rectum.

Grunt-crunch.

The force from the beast within was enough to pulverize every bone in her body.

Now dead, Bee’s eyelids opened to reveal a pair of bulbous black eyes, which stared down the length of her body.

The bathroom twisted up as an ethereal ripple rifled up her body, and across the walls.

Her belly split open as a fourth horse’s leg, this time black in color, kicked out and stomped into the bathtub. The porcelain cracked and shattered, releasing a gulf urine across the floor.

The hoof at the end of the black leg stomped on the tiles and shattering the ground, before a fully-formed horse burst out of her body and raced towards the window.

Neiigghh.

Standing eight-foot tall, the creature galloped at a furious rate and used its black and green hind legs to launch through the glass.

Smash.

 

The horse flew through the air, accompanied by fragments of flying glass from the smashed window, and crash-landed into the playground with its two front legs of white and red.

Roar.

A plume of smoke burst out of its nostrils as it raced along the road in hot pursuit of the Chrysler. Lightning and thunder streaked across the clouds, firing most of its venom at the shattered, first tower. With each deadly stomp, the horse’s body—from its thighs to its shoulders and chest—expanded several inches in size.

At the gas station, the attendant could scarcely believe what he saw—a giant horse careening towards the gas pumps.

“Oh, Jesus Christ—”

He pushed the side door open and ran as fast as he could. “Help! Help! Somebody, please—”

Stomp-kraaa-bang.

The horse rammed its forehead into the shelter, and chewed the roof. Its hind legs booted a row of pumps, which caused an almighty explosion.

Wvhooom.

The horse whinnied as the attendant burst into flames and fell to his knees. He held his arms out into the shape of a crucifix as his clothes barbecued through to his bones.

“M-My G-God—”

As the attendant’s eyes melted down his cheeks, the last thing he saw was the vicious, monstrous heathen race off up the road behind him.

 

***

 

There wasn’t much left of Bee as she hung from the telescopic pole in the bath by her own hair. The tiles behind her were spattered with blood from her execution.

Her right arm had been severed during the birthing process, and the cavity in her shoulder had spent most of the blood up the walls.

Her waist had been eviscerated, yet still clung to her two dangling legs, the flesh on which hadn’t managed to cling to the bone.

Her left arm hung down her side, which had split open due to the trauma sustained by her ribcage. The blood, mucous, and urine had lathered all over her crushed head and body, which produced a peculiar shiny effect.

Creak.

The weight of her body was enough to pull her towards the shattered bathtub. Each strand of her hair slid around her neck, splitting the skin on her throat open.

Several gossamer-thin slits of blood bleached out across her throat as the weight of her body wrenched her downward, unable to defy the gravity in the room.

The blood folded over the rope of her hair as it macheted through the flesh in her throat.

Whiop-snip-whip.

One by one, each strand of her hair scissored through her throat, severing it clean in half, and dumping her body onto the piss-soaked floor.

Her severed head, still kept in place by the noose, wobbled back and forth and clanged to the ground by her crumpled body. It rolled to a stop on the neck cavity right by her crumpled legs.

The pool of urine stopped streaking in all directions and, out of the blue, sluiced back towards the messy heap on the ground.

Slooo.

The fluid seeped into the body and splashed against Bee’s distended lungs, pancreas, stomach, gallbladder, liver, kidneys, uterus, and still-beating heart.

The urine hardened as it gathered the organs into a mound on the floor. The top half formed a bulbous head as the skin on Bee’s severed left arm streaked into the messy post-human concoction.

Her right arm lifted up, along with her two legs.

Whump--schluck.

Her head turned to a jelly-like substance as it meshed onto the mound of innards like mercury. Her arms shook violently, as if fighting off a debilitating fatigue. 

Each limb went limp, as if they had no bones.

The skin morphed into film-like substance, before producing dozens of suckers up the underside.

Schlooop.

Her head expanded like a balloon, filled with a jelly-like substance, and produced two beady eyes.

Slap-slap-slap.

Bee’s four limbs now resembled legs as they hit the ground like fish gasping for water. The suckers pinged from the piss-drenched tiles as they shoved the monstrous amalgam of fish and human along the yellowy ocean floor.

Each of the four tentacles whipped around and slapped against each of the walls, suspending its body in the middle of the room.

The lungs breathed once again, but had turned to gills. A giant head hung from the top of the beast’s body, shifting its mantle, and blinking its two, beady pale-green eyes at the broken wall overlooking the east of the valley.

It watched on as a fiery explosion occurred half a mile down the road, having been attacked by a mammoth beast trashing it to pieces.

Then, four slits opened up on the octopus’s body, under each of its four tentacles.

Splatch-splatch-splatch-splatch.

A tentacle snaked out from each of the four new tears in its body; two hit the ground, and the last two hit the ceiling.

The first, left-most tentacle sported four unique butterfly tattoos.

Schlurrrp.

The octopus slid forward and wrapped six of its legs around the window frame and wrenched itself across the soaked tiles.

Thunder and lightning crashed against the building as the beast looked up. A final bolt of energy was enough to hoist its frame onto the ledge and prepare to jump.

Before it did, however, a blast of electricity beamed into the hideous creature’s brain. It shimmied forward and emitted a death-cry that shattered through the clouds.

 

***

 

Gail struggled to turn the steering wheel onto Main Street. Her belly pressed against the rubber, which forced the buttons on her shirt to ping off, one by one.

“I n-need to g-get outta here,” she growled as she hit the gas.

The Chrysler hit the sidewalk as it careened past the valley’s theater and crashed through the police cordon.

“Shit, shit, agh—”

Gail’s eyeballs sparked as the Chrysler veered onto Main Street, headed straight for the Kaleidoscope Shopping Mall.

She leaned forward and blinked as she fought off a cacophonous blast of pain thundering through her cranium. “Ugggg-get outta the way,” she roared as tens of thousands of citizens battled against each other on the road and two sidewalks.

Men, women, and children hurled empty bottles and trash cans at each other, screaming their lungs dry.

“Move, move.”

Gail slammed the butt of her palm against the center of the wheel.

The William Tell Overture blasted out from the car, catching most of the baying mob’s attention.

“Oh, Jesus,” a burly man said as he turned to the car and saw a fifty-foot horse galloping after it.

“Run,” he shouted as he bolted in the opposite direction.

The Chrysler sped up the road as random pieces of detritus bounced off its chassis, thrown from the crowd of war-hungry pedestrians.

The tires bounced over three dead bodies; casualties of the civil war that was taking place on the main road.

“Move, move, move—Oh, my God—”

Gail released the steering wheel as her belly pressed against the wheel. Her lips clamped shut and formed a film of skin as the front of her jeans burst apart.

“Guck-guck—” she cried through the skin forming across her mouth. “Muughh.”

The Chrysler drifted at speed onto the left-hand sidewalk as scores of civilians ran along with it.

Crunch-bump-bop.

The Chrysler tossed dozens of running pedestrians off its hood. An older man slammed against the windshield and splattered it with blood, only for the automatic wipers to fling to life and smear the gore away.

Vrooom — smash.

The Chrysler crashed against the stone fountain, pulverizing the hood in all directions. Most of the escapees stopped to watch as the driver door slid open and released Gail.

A battered-looking woman carrying a bloodied baseball bat lowered her arms and wiped her bloodshot eyes. She witnessed Gail hit the road. “My God, what’s happening?”

Unable to speak, Gail raised her eyebrows and climbed to her knees as she held her baby bump. She moaned through her fastened, skin-based lips, and pointed at the inordinately huge beast approaching from the end of the road.

The woman followed Gail’s finger and saw it with her own eyes. “My… Christ.” She squealed and then ran off with the others.

The horse launched itself forward and battered the Chrome Valley Theater with its front hooves. A swift head-butt took care of the top of the structure—the roof slid from the walls and crashed into a heap on the road.

Neigh.

Every stomp the horse made shook the ground, reducing the escape effort to that of outrunning an earthquake.

Roar.

The horse kicked its hind legs and bounded up the road, headed straight for the fountain.

Gail climbed to her knees and blinked twice. When they opened, the light in the creases on her forehead burst to life. Then, two brilliant white lights shot out from her eyes as she fell to her knees and opened out her arms.

Neeiigghh.

The two beams acted as powerful theater spotlights as she twisted her head to the right and threw light up the road behind her.

The dead bodies littering the street were uncountable. A disease had decimated the valley, and the horse wanted to make sure it would finally succumb.

The thunder and lightning in the sky matched the same that emanated from Gail’s head, blasting out from her nostrils, earholes, and eye sockets, as she kept her arms stretched out.

Still on her knees, she spread them apart, tearing the skin from the flesh. Her spine arched so violently that the back of her head slammed against the tarmac.

Clomp-clomp…

The giant beast trotted along the road, taking a keen interest in the woman—apparently laying herself bare and ready to submit.

Neigh.

Those who couldn’t run away fast enough stuck around to witness the monster shuffle around and butt every available building on its way forward.

“What the hell is it?” one man asked. “What is that?”

Neeeiiigghhh—crash—cramm.

Another building burst as the horse rammed its shoulder into it. By now, much of the valley was ruined and, for the first time in a hundred years, offered a view of the horizon…

 

… and the view was spectacular—a sixty-foot, gelatinous octopus used four of its tentacles to moor its body to the ground as it used the remainder to grab the first tower block and wrench it away from the ground.

Crunch—crack.

The octopus slid across the cement, whipped its tentacles back, and hurled the skyscraper up the road. A sustained, powerful blast of light rocketed from the chasm where the structure once stood and throttled into the clouds.

Groooaaaann.

The twenty-three floors broke apart as it darted across the air and crashed behind the horse.

Neigh.

The monster clomped back and lowered its head to the discarded building. It shifted back to watch the octopus wrap four of its giant tentacles like giant tongues around the second tower.

Schlip-schlip-schlip.

Hundreds of suckers on the octopus’s arms pressed against the second tower, wrenched it out of the ground, threw it up the road.

“Whoa!” the man said, unable to believe what he was seeing. “I think we better get outta here—”

“—Nggggg,” Gail screamed from within her entombed mouth as her head lit up like a disco ball. Lights blasted out of every orifice in her head—and one in particular from between her legs.

Blast.

A torrent of transparent liquid tore her underwear from her thighs as she leaned back on her elbows and squealed.

The man gasped as he watched the girl’s waters break around the two hind hooves of the humongous creature avoiding the flying bricks.

“I must be asleep.”

Splash-splash.

Gail’s hips jutted up, forcing her knees out wide, and fired gallons of water from within her vagina.

 

When the octopus attacked the third tower, it broke apart like a statue made of ash. The flakes lilted in the air, tossed around by the light rain coming from the clouds.

The fourth tower was next in the octopus’s sights. It came from the ground in its tentacles. Many of the windows opened up to produce screaming residents as they held onto the furniture inside and screamed bloody murder.

“Help, help!” came the chorus of terrified residents as the building raised into the air and settled horizontally above the octopus’s head.

From the view the horse had, it appeared that tiny human ants were falling all around its hooves. Dozens of people plummeted to their deaths and splattered against the ground as a fourth shaft of light rocketed out of the quarry in the ground.

The octopus appeared to squeal as it expended its energy in throwing the building at its opponent.

Hurl.

The building turned in the air and smashed into The Place with No Name nightclub, smashing the windows and creating a God-sized crater in the ground.

Hundreds of car alarms sounded off as the vehicles screeched across the inclines in the road, headed for a metallic, chasm-based end.

Neigh.

The horse prepared to bolt forward, but felt a flood of sticky water around its hoof.

Huff-huff.

It clomped around one-hundred-and-eighty degrees and turned to Gail, who was in the middle of giving birth.

“Nggggg.”

She pressed the backs of her hands against her inner thighs, ready to catch the head that poked out through the mouth of her vagina.

Finally, it came.

The newborn’s head slid up her palms as she lifted her hips and strained every sinew in her body.

“Nnnggggg—aaaaaaagh.”

Gail screamed so hard, and for so long, the skin covering her mouth split open and released a blood-curdling chill.

“Ugh, ugh, ugh,” she gasped as she pushed the bloodied baby into her hands.

Curious, the horse moved its front-left, white leg forward and lifted its hoof toward the baby.

Gail exclaimed and released a mouthful of blood down her chest. “Gnaaw. No, n-no.”

Grunt.

The horse dragged its hoof above Gail’s arms, seeming ready to squash the baby against the ground. Gail caught her breath and held her newborn to her chest.

“No, no, g-get away from us.”

Stomp.

The horse planted its left hoof down so hard it broke the tarmac apart.

Huff-huff.

Gail staggered to her feet and ran backwards, and almost tripped over the stone fountain edge. “Leave us alone,” she screamed as the baby opened its eyes and started screaming.

The horse scraped the underside of its hoof on the ground and clomped forward, ready to strike again.

Grunt.

Gail cried hard and she protected her baby in her arms. “I know who y-you are, n-now.”

The horse moved forward, ready to strike again with its enormous leg. Gail and her baby didn’t stand a chance of escape.

“No, stop!” she screamed. “I know you.”

The horse whinnied, angrily, and stomped forward.

“There are four of you,” Gail shouted through her tears. “You are the apocalypse. But it’s not me you want. Or my baby.”

Defying Gail’s assessment, the horse pressed its right, black hind leg against the tarmac and prepared to bolt into the fountain and take Gail and her baby out for good.

“White is disease,” Gail pleaded as he pointed at the horse’s feet. “Red is war. Black is famine, and green is—”

Bound—smash.

The horse’s head rammed the stone fountain, breaking the top half of its structure in two. Gail crouched down and hid her baby under her chest and screamed as it crashed down around her.

The horse leaned back on its hind legs and reached for the sky as a shower of hell rained down around it.

The first clump of bricks shattered its teeth and cracked its skull. The follow-on shower punched the horse in the head with such force that its eyeballs split down its optical nerve and throttled into its neck.

Whine.

Confused, the horse stumbled backwards and roared at Gail—it had covered her from the exploding font, but something else had damaged its head beyond repair; the damage from a thrown, fifth tower block.

Gail looked up at the end of the road.

The Octopus slung six of its tentacles towards her with five, beautiful searchlights blasting from the ground behind it.

“B-Bee?”

Slither—pull.

The horse neighed for the final time and slumped sideways to the ground. 

“My G-God.”

The sound of buzzing flies flew around the road as Gail kicked herself back against the Chrysler and covered her crying baby’s mouth.

“You’re… n-not going to hurt us, are y-you?”

Schwump—slide.

Four tentacles slipped under the horse’s body and wrapped around its chest, barrel, and stifle, and tightened up like a pair of shoelaces.

Gail’s jaw dropped as she witnessed the octopus drag the whining horse along the road, back to where the Freeway Five used to stand.

Slide-slide-scrape.

The horse’s back collected up hundreds of dead bodies as it slid along the road and whinnied for the last time.

Gail stood to her feet and took three steps forward. The stench of death waded into her nostrils. The only hope she had, now, was in her arms—and had stopped crying its little heart out.

“Wait,” Gail shouted after the eight-legged creature. “What do I do now?”

The octopus ignored the question, and slid its seventh tentacle around the horse’s neck.

Squeeeeze.

The equine monstrosity’s tongue hung out as its neck snapped against the force of the noosed tentacle. The head of the octopus vibrated up a storm, and lit up from within. 

Gail exhaled and nodded. “Yes. Yes, I understand.”

 

Before long, the bulbous, tentacled creature had managed to drag the horse to the chasm formerly known as the Freeway Five.

It used all eight tentacles to lift its body above its head and deliver it to the endless, hell-ridden fall that loomed beneath.

The dead horse plummeted into nothingness, setting ablaze just as it approached the bottomless vanishing point.

 

Gail leaned against the Chrysler and held her baby in her arms. “Hey, you.”

The beautiful newborn kept its eyes closed and yawned. Five fingers and toes on each hand expanded altogether.

Gail took the opportunity to inspect them.

“You’re a special young thing, aren’t you?” she said, as she took a peek between its legs. “Boy. A special, little boy.”

She looked up to see the octopus disappear down the newly-formed Freeway Five chasm. The instant it disappeared, the lightning stopped.

Gail’s headache stopped.

She was no longer in pain—which was more than could be said for the state of Main Street.

A souvenir of the trauma the Valley experienced from no fewer than three, ostensibly unrelated individuals this weekend. Clive knew both of them, and nobody could have guessed that he was the third.

Relieved, Gail kicked the door of the Chrysler open and, carefully, sat inside in the seat.

She looked in the rear view mirror and saw a battered, bloodied, and altogether disgusting human being look back at her. At once furious and calm, she removed her blouse and slammed it out on the passenger seat.

“Fucking stupid woman,” she muttered. “Look at you.”

With great care, she released her newborn baby boy onto the blouse, and folded each end over his body. “There, there, honey. It’s okay. Mommy will keep you warm.”

A final look at the road ahead revealed the aftermath of a zombie apocalypse.

Bodies, trash, weapons, and damaged vehicles lined the streets. A war zone which Gail felt she was partly responsible for.

As soon as she started the ignition, she burst into tears and slammed her fists on the steering.

“Agggghhhhhhh.”

The prolonged banshee scream to the heavens lifted a considerable amount of weight from her shoulders. She caught her breath and opened her eyes to see that precisely nothing had changed.

A doom-laden path to the east lay ahead.

Her baby boy, still asleep on the passenger seat.

Finally, she wiped her eyes and sniggered at her bare chest in the mirror. Her bloodied breasts, bare for all to see, and it hardly meant a damn thing.

Screeeeeech.

She slammed on the accelerator and skidded the wheels around to face the east.

“Honey?” she said to the baby before staring-out the road ahead to the east. “Whaddya say we get out of Chrome Valley?”

The Chrysler screamed for the horizon, leaving only a dampened sound of bleating echoing in the distance…

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

~THE NEXT DAY~

Devotion

(Fifty miles east of Chrome Valley)

 

The neighboring town was a featureless haven compared to the town Gail had driven from. Endless fields of green lay either side of the road; a reminder of what this part of the country looked like before society had grasped it in its mucky hands.

The safety belt keeping Gail’s baby wasn’t up to scratch—she had to drive carefully which, fortunately, wasn’t too difficult on miles and miles of empty roads.

Not a car in sight.

Gail focused on the road and let her mind wander as she recounted the events of the weekend.

I know now why this has all happened. Some people believe they are special, and destined for greatness. Sometimes that belief turns out to be true.

It was quite possible she had been sleeping the whole time, she decided, and that she’d soon wake up with relief.

 

***

 

The palliative care hospital stood out like a sore thumb in the barren wastelands of the east section of Devotion.

The morose-looking building stood next to the quarry Gail had spent most of her childhood playing in. Over the years, many a foreman had to move her and her friends on in case they injured themselves.

It was the first time she’d been back since her mother’s diagnosis. Nevertheless, it was a welcome return—she’d rather have been anywhere other than Chrome Valley, at least.

I know you’ll struggle to believe what I’m telling you. But it doesn’t matter if you believe it or not. The fact that it happened, and that my baby is with me, is proof enough. A million people can look God in the face and decide he doesn’t exist. More fool them.

The Chrysler rolled to a stop in a bay at the parking lot. There was little doubt that anyone looking her way found the car to be outrageous and extremely out of place in a quiet town like this.

My baby. Supposedly a second iteration. Of what? Only time will tell.

Gail unfastened her seatbelt, and reached for her baby. She clutched the ends of the blouse and ensured he was fully covered.

“Hey, honey. How are you?”

The baby boy lifted its eyelids and saw his mother for the first time. She had expected him to cry—but he didn’t.

Look me dead in the eyes and tell me you don’t believe, and I’ll show you the eyes of a child who will change your mind. Forever.

A smile formed across his face as he shimmied around and stretched his limbs.

“Mom’s never gonna believe what we’re about to tell her, huh?”

 

“Welcome to Devoted, our town’s most valued palliative care framework,” the speaker system announced as Gail walked into the building. “Please let our care assistants know of your arrival, and we will direct you to your appropriate point of contact.”

Gail held her baby in her arms and made for the visitor’s area.

Those who were sick are now well. Those at death’s door now experience a new quest for health and life.

Many of the occupiers seemed upset and beyond consolation, which disturbed Gail enough to focus on the reception area.

Would any of them believe that I have the key to wellness in my arms? A judgment should be made on actions, and not words.

Clutching her two-hour old baby in her arms at least protected her modesty. Those who watched her walk past were more preoccupied by the fact her hair was caked in blood, and her torn, soaked jeans suggested she’d been involved in some perverted war.

“Hello.”

“Hello,” the receptionist said. “How can I help you?”

“I’m here to see my mother.”

“Oh.”

The receptionist stood up from her chair and took interest in the baby boy in her arms—and then saw the blood-soaked shirt he was wrapped in. “Oh my. What happened, here?”

“You’d never believe me if I told you.”

“We have a maternity facility, here, if you’d like us to check up on him?” the receptionist said.

Gail glanced at the boy’s face and, for the first time, noticed a resemblance to her former employer. “Hey, you. You’re okay, aren’t you?”

The baby yawned and snuggled into the crook of her elbow.

Gail smiled at the receptionist. “No, I don’t think that will be necessary. We could use a fresh blanket if you have one, though?”

“Sure, I’ll have one sent to the room.”

 

***

 

Some innocents were caught in the crossfire. A somnambulist and a ventriloquist.

Gail’s mother struggled to breathe through the clear-plastic mask attached to her face. Tubes ran down the length of her body and snaked up a heart monitor.

“Hey, Mom.”

The woman closed her eyes and thought her mind had played tricks on her. The topless woman carrying a baby at the door suggested otherwise.

Together, Aphrodite and her child journeyed through time, through birth after birth after birth, to track down and defeat the four horsemen. With their success, they needed me to pass on a gift millions have been waiting more than two thousand years for.

The elderly, frail woman couldn’t believe what she saw—her bloodied daughter carrying a newborn baby.

“Mom, don’t sit up. Stay resting.”

Gail walked over to the bed and sat on the chair next to her mother.

Clive has taken care of us. Before I got here, I checked the hospital’s lockers and found what he had promised. Five hundred thousand bucks from the insurance payout. My baby and I are taken care of for a while to come.

The gurgling noise coming from her arms intrigued her mother, who removed the breathing apparatus from her face.

“Five hundred thousand?” Gail’s mother asked. “But, how?”

“I’ll explain later, Mom.”

The elderly woman glanced at the child. “And who’s this? Are you looking after her for someone?”

“No, mom,” Gail said. “And it’s a he, not a she.”

“Oh?”

Gail spread her thumb over the infant’s thigh and revealed what lay between his legs.

“See?”

The beeps from the heart monitor quickened. Gail’s mother made herself comfortable and scratched her face and neck.

“Oh, my. So he is.”

Even though her mother’s actions were swift and invasive, she couldn’t help but touch the lump under her skin.

“How have you been feeling?” Gail asked.

“Oh,” she croaked. “They’ve got some black nurse looking after me, now. Nice girl. I forget her name. She’s from Africa, or something.”

“I see they’ve got you hooked up on morphine, twenty-four-seven?”

“Damn right,” Gail’s mother grinned. “Can’t live without it.”

Gail returned to her baby and smiled at him. “Good boy.”

“So?” her mother asked. “Why didn’t you tell me you were expecting?”

“He’s only a couple hours old. Conceived only two, short days ago.”

Her mother raised her eyes in shock. “What? Nah, you’re kidding me.”

“No, Mom. I’m not. I swear to God.”

Just then, the black nurse her mother had mentioned walked into the room and closed the door behind her.

Mother and daughter turned to the nurse and kept quiet, expecting some news.

“Well, well, well,” the nurse said. “Seems Chrome Valley has taken a bit of a battering tonight, huh?”

“How do you mean?” Gail’s mother asked.

“So much crime. So little time. Someone set fire to the playground outside the projects in the Valley’s west side. It’s a huge crater, now.”

The nurse fluffed the elderly woman’s pillow and flattened out the creases in her bedsheets. “How are you, Mrs. Christ?”

“Oh, nurse. You know better than that. Please, call me Mary.”

The nurse giggled. “I’m sorry. Mary.”

“I’m much better for seeing my girl and her son.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“I wish people would stop asking me how I’m feeling, though. As long as I have my drugs, I’m happier than a pig in poopoo.”

The nurse grinned as the woman turned to her daughter. “Can I hold him?”

“Sure. Be careful with him, though.”

Gail placed the infant in her mother’s hands. The nurse double-took and retrieved a blanket from her belt. “Oh, reception said you needed this?”

“Oh, yes,” Gail said. “It’s for my son.”

 

As Gail’s mother held the baby, she felt a strange ambiance emit from its body. “Wow. He’s so small.”

“He’s a baby, mom.”

Her mother shook her head, not quite able to articulate what she meant. “No, I know, it’s just that—”

The baby playfully grabbed at the woman’s neck and placed its fingers on her throat. 

“Oh, I think he has the hots for you, Mom,” Gail joked.

“Mmm. His hand is warm.”

The nurse laid the blanket out across Gail’s mother’s chest. She’d failed to see the warm orange glow beaming from the baby’s fingertips.

“Oh—” the nurse snapped, wide-eyed with wonder. “Oh my God.”

Gail’s mother closed her eyes and smiled. “That feels nice.”

The lump in the woman’s throat subdued against the baby’s hand. Gail squinted at the event with suspicion, secretly chewing back the urge to jump out of her chair and scream.

They say the second iteration has the power to heal, cleanse, and rejuvenate.

The baby opened its eyes and exchanged glances with its grandmother. A pause befell the pair, before the infant giggled and congratulated a job well done by kicking his legs forward.

The nurse turned back to Mary and noticed a renewed vibrancy about her face. Unblemished and pure, Mary seemed full of life and vigor—and the lump in her neck had completely subsided..

“That’s—” the nurse stammered. “That’s incredible.”

The baby cooed in Mary’s arms. Seconds ago, she looked worse for wear. Now, Mary looked a million bucks—clean, vibrant, and with sparkling skin. “Mmmmm.”

Gail’s mother swung her legs over the side of the bed and rolled her shoulders. It was the most active she’d been since her diagnosis a few months ago.

The power to heal the sick and dying, and to stave off the ills of the world lays in my hands.

Mary blinked three times and took in a lungful of air. “I feel great. I think I’ll go and get a drink. I could use the walk.”

“But, but—” the nurse tried, failing to believe the miracle performed in front of her. “What’s—what’s h-happening, here?”

Gail kissed her baby’s forehead and smiled at the nurse. “Yes. It is a miracle.”

Mary hopped to her feet, clapped her hands together and, quite to her surprise, was able to move out of the room with great energy. “I’ll be glad to get out of here and get some sun, soon.”

It left the nurse to return to Gail and her son. “Mary’s daughter?”

“I am, yes.”

“Gail… Christ?”

“Yes.”

The nurse took a look at the smiling baby in her arms and finally acknowledged what might have happened.

“What’s the boy’s name?” the nurse asked.

Gail stared him in the face and thought about answering. She hadn’t even considered a name for her beautiful baby boy.

But the nurse wasn’t to know.

Just then, an idea rushed into Gail’s head when she finally pieced the puzzle together once and for all.

“Ah,” Gail giggled, full of awe. “That’s perfect. I love it”

“Mrs. Christ?” the nurse asked again.

“Uh-huh?”

“So? Have you decided on a name for him, yet?”

Satisfied with her snap decision, Gail looked up at the nurse with a smile of wonder stretched across her face…

 

… and revealed his name.

 

~The End~
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Dear reader,

 

We’ve come so far together, haven’t we?

 

I’m nothing if not a bit of a rebel, as I’m sure you’ve seen by now. Here’s me, mixing mythologies like a drunk at a bar with nothing to lose. I have to admit, Psychiatrist was a bit of a beast to get out of my head. Using so many narrative strands and tying them all together is always an interesting endeavor, and this was no exception. I had to carry all of this in my head when I was preparing to write, and is so often the way for authors - as you write, you think of more stuff to put in.

 

Believe it or not, I had more elements I could have put in, but it came to the point where I had to stop, and just focus on the main plots and attend to those.

 

If you’ve read any of my previous books (Pure Dark, In Their Shoes etc) you’ll know I have a bit of a fascination with the concept of birth. Without actually laboring the point, I knew the last chapter in this book would feature the arrival of the second coming. The aspect of growing younger is essentially a perversion of The Curious Case of Benjamin Button. Now, with regard to that last title, it always bugged me that we never saw the very, very end of that story. Of course, a story of a man growing younger would inevitably end with having to go back into his mother. But what if that continued all the way back into history? It provided me with a starting point, and I was able to build my own mythology around it.

 

Back in 2013, I seriously considered training to become a psychotherapist, or a psychiatrist, because I find people fascinating. I find behavior and character a interesting and have spent many years conducting research on the topic, particularly when I was a teacher. I’d play games with my students to see how it affected their behavior. Finally, here comes a story - and a book - where I was able to write about a topic dear to my heart. I find it utterly fascinating and terrifying that someone we should be able to trust turns out to be a fraud. It’s ripe for confrontation, and some semblance of horror.

 

You’ll have noticed the sequence where Clive is waiting at the school for his daughter — he gets a phone call from the principal about taking on a new kid. His name is Daryl Kelly. Well, he’s one of the main characters in the next book, Terrorist. That book was written back in 2017 during the height of the terrorist atrocities we experienced in the UK (Westminster Bridge, Manchester Arena) and is now re-released to become the fourth part of this series. It’s a cautionary tale of what we do when we don’t listen — which, of course, is a major theme in Psychiatrist.

 

If you’ve made it this far, then I am sure you’ll get something from Terrorist. I’d love to know what you think of the Chrome Valley Thrillers series at this point. Are you getting anything from it? Enjoying it? Is it making you think? Or maybe it’s just silly, escapist fun? I don’t mind, really, as long as it’s distracting and entertaining you. We know each other by now as reader and author, and long may it continue. 

 

I hope to see you at the end of book 4 - Terrorist (a.k.a Versus). The weird kid Clive saw at the school, Daryl Kelly, is the star of that one!

 

Happy reading!

 

Andrew Mackay,

Hampshire, UK

(April 20th, 2020)

 

***

 

If you enjoyed this book I’d really appreciate a review on Amazon.

As you know, reviews are very important to an author and their potential buyers.

Just a few kind words would be great. Thanks!

 

Psychiatrist @ Amazon
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I love to hear from my readers! Please write to me… I will respond :)

Email: andrew@chromevalleybooks.com

Facebook: facebook.com/chromevalleybooks

Twitter: @Andrew_CVB

 

To stay updated on all new releases please follow me at Amazon.

Click here.
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Subscribe to the Chrome Valley Books newsletter today!

 

Get your FREE copy of Isolation,

the prequel short story to the Chrome Valley Thrillers series.

 

[image:  ]

 

Isolationist.

 

Buried deep in Paul’s past is a burning desire for revenge.

 

He’s isolated in his basement.

 

His only company is a punching bag.

 

The line between violent fantasy and reality blurred a long, long time ago — and the truth of his condition is about to explode.
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The Chrome Valley Thrillers series.

 

Continue the mind-bending journey right now with

 

Book 4: Terrorist.
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