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For anyone who ever put their
face too close to the fire,
or boiling water, or snapping dogs.










AUTHOR’S NOTE


In addition to a graphic focus on pregnancy, miscarriage, abortion, and childbirth, You Weren’t Meant to Be Human contains explicit depictions of extreme violence and gore, suicidal ideation, intrusive thoughts, self-harm, sexual assault, and abuse—sometimes alone, sometimes combined, sometimes indistinguishable one from another. A detailed list of warnings is available on the author’s website at AndrewJosephWhite.com.












FIRST 
TRIMESTER













ONE

Crane doesn’t know this yet, but he’s been pregnant for almost three months already.












TWO

Crane didn’t say yes to this, though maybe that isn’t the best choice of words. Crane doesn’t say anything if he can help it. And he wouldn’t have written it out, either, scrawled proof of consent like an exploited porn actor under duress, I agreed to this I swear. He stopped speaking for a reason. Writing it down defeats the point.

But Levi is still putting him over the manager’s desk, a hand to the back trapping him between a broken printer and the security camera monitor, and his jeans are down to his thighs and there are bruises under his jaw, and he can’t bring himself to care about if he agreed or not.

Behind him, Levi mumbles, “Stay down.”

Is Levi still smoking back there? He doesn’t think so but it smells like it. God, that’d be hot, if he was—use the dips between the vertebrae as an ashtray, fuck up the cheap tattoo there with a scar, it’d look so good. Levi’s body heat warms the bare backs of Crane’s thighs.

Crane whines. It’s pathetic.

There are sticky notes pasted around the security camera monitor, little things for him to focus on while Levi unbuckles his belt—the telltale jingle of metal on metal, the low rasp of the zipper. Last feeding June 2. Reorder cigs. Y’all stop dying or we won’t have no one to work the day shift. That last one’s a joke. Or Crane thinks it is. The gas station’s never kept regular hours.

Then there’re the camera feeds. The front lot with the gravel and pumps, the dark smudge of the road almost visible after nightfall but not quite. The sales floor with the register and self-serve coffee machines, currently unattended. The manager’s office camera looking down at their backs. The locked room with the hive of worms and flies.

Levi grabs Crane’s hips and pushes inside him. No condom, no lube, no foreplay to get him wet, besides the hand around his throat thirty seconds ago. It hurts. Crane lurches forward, gasps, nearly knocks the monitor off the desk. Levi steadies it. His thumb is on the screen by the hive, covering where blood’s gummed up the tile grout.

“Easy,” Levi says with that throaty rasp guys get when they’re finally inside halfway-decent pussy. “God, you feel good.”

He’s right. It feels good. It stings, burns the way it does when you’re unprepared as hell, but that’s half the point, and Crane watches himself get fucked raw on the security camera monitor because he can’t get off unless he feels sick to his stomach about the whole thing.

That’s how it’s gone for as long as they’ve been together. Levi shoving him against a wall, pushing fingers between his teeth, and Crane taking it whether he wants to or not, because it’s not as good if he gets a choice. Levi smells like Marlboro Reds and the gun cleaner he uses on his Mossberg 12-gauge. When he fucks, his dog tags clink together. Crane gets the idea that Levi likes the sound of it, and that’s okay, he does too. Fine, he’ll spread his legs as much as he can, hobbled by his jeans, whimper like a bitch in heat, reach down to get himself off. He can be a man while there’s another man’s cock in his pussy, if that’s what he wants to call himself. Sure.

Something moves on the security camera, and it’s not them.

Crane scans the cameras in a blur, tries to clock where he saw it but can’t. He reaches behind him to get Levi to stop, hold on, he saw something, but Levi grabs his wrist and wrenches it behind his back. It throws Crane off-balance. He slams cheek-first into the desk, and his teeth cut the inside of his mouth.

“The hell you fighting for?” Levi rasps, suddenly so close to his ear. Still fucking him. Doesn’t even break rhythm. God, that feels good, please— “Thought you liked when it hurt.”

He does. He does he does. Never mind the screen, it doesn’t matter, it can’t be that important. He wants Levi to use the bruises on his throat as a map of where to put his hand again, squeeze until his vision goes black at the edges. Or, or he can struggle again, make a fuss, see if Levi might call him a faggot, because there’s nothing quite like a slur to really make his cunt throb.

Unfortunately, when the monitor flickers again, he catches it.

A person. An indistinct column with a head and four limbs at the edge of the front lot camera 1, shambling up the gravel drive from Corridor H to the pumps.

And, on back room camera 5, the hive is awake.

Shit. Shit, shit.

Crane straightens up. Shifts his weight back, jams his free elbow against Levi’s ribs. Let go. But Levi doesn’t get it; doesn’t see the monitor, doesn’t grasp the situation, whatever. He grunts, “What are you—” and slaps a hand over Crane’s face to hold him still.

So Crane bites.

“Jesus!” Levi pulls out with a sudden wet sound, backs away, and yanks up his pants like there’re other things Crane might be keen on biting.

There aren’t. Crane is too busy catching his breath, trying to cover up.

Crane’s going to regret this later, but that’s fine. He’s looking forward to it.

“What?” Levi barks. As if shocked that the autistic guy he’s been using as a sex toy for two years is acting like an autist. A mark is blooming on Levi’s hand. The imprint of each tooth is already black. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Crane points to the security camera monitor.

Levi strong-arms him out of the way and tilts the screen to a better angle. While Crane readjusts the padding of his sports bra and zips up his jeans, Levi inspects the feed of the manager’s office, the two of them in the dark surrounded by files and old boxes and cleaning supplies, then the front lot, then the hive.

Levi says, “New girl, huh?”

*   *   *

Crane is not the best person to greet a terrified and potentially unwell stranger, but better him than Levi. Levi talks about putting down defectors the same way hunters brag about bagging deer. He drinks too much. He’d been dishonorably discharged and only ever mentioned it to bitch about getting caught; what he did, Crane refuses to ask, but when he comes home with blood on his shirt, it’s hard not to mull over the possibilities.

In comparison, then, Crane is the safer option. The boyish half-androgyny of twenty months’ testosterone therapy—sparse facial hair, yesterday’s eyeliner, almost-but-not-quite flat-chested, and a little too feminine around the mouth—places him squarely in the territory of not a threat, probably. It’s just the dull stare and unblinking silence that throws people off and, well. This person will have to deal with it.

The girl is halfway across the parking lot when Crane steps out to meet her.

She’s barefoot and glassy-eyed, one tank top strap slipping off her dirty shoulder. Hasn’t showered in a while, given the state of her hair. The shitty fluorescent lights make it difficult to tell bruises from shadows. She’s limping too. Feet are bleeding.

She walked here, then. From where? The closest town is a few miles up the mountain, but if she was from Washville, he would’ve recognized her.

She sees him and stops.

He waits a moment to see if she starts talking. She doesn’t.

Down the gravel driveway, on the easternmost stretch of West Virginia’s Corridor H, a truck grumbles past, headed toward the state line. To one side of them, there’s old forest; one minute’s walk to the other, the condemned livestock exchange. Nobody else for a good long while.

Crane’s stomach hurts. He’d been in her place once, three years ago. Creeping too close to his eighteenth birthday, drunk for the first and only time in his life in the high school parking lot, striking matches and letting them burn out. He’d accepted a spot at a top state school earlier that year—majoring in political communication—and graduated salutatorian that morning. The packing list for his dorm was taped to the fridge, and while his classmates kicked off the rest of their lives at the school-sponsored YMCA grad party, there he was in the dark alone, trying to figure out the logistics of self-immolation.

All his childhood prayers had fallen through. There’d never been a car accident or building fire to do the hard part for him. Time was up. Childhood was over, the real world was knocking on the door, and he was tired. He was too scared to die, but he needed it to stop, and it was then or never.

But even after years of fantasizing and hoping and begging God, he still didn’t have the guts to do it.

That’s when the swarm found him. Because that’s what happens: it finds you. By the time it makes you an offer, it already knows you won’t say no, and then you end up in front of a strange building, hours from home in the middle of the night, with blood in the back of your throat and burns on your fingertips.

Same story every time, it seems.

Crane takes one cautious step forward, then another. The girl in the parking lot wavers, looking warily over her shoulder like she’s thinking of running. Nope. She made her choice. Running won’t do her any good.

He clicks his tongue to get her attention and holds up a bottle of water. Here, the gesture says.

“Who—?” she says, sounding sick, like she has a head cold.

The bottle gets a shake. Come on. For you.

She blinks, then picks her way through the sharp gravel to accept it. It takes a few tries to get the bottle open, but when she does, she sucks it down like she hasn’t had a drop for days. When she has to stop to wheeze for air, she pours some onto her face. She splutters, blinking, and aha, there she is. Wild with hunger and confusion. Alive.

She starts to cry.

He’d cried too.

“Thank you,” she sobs, “thank you,” and Crane stands in the dark, looking past her to the road and rubbing the scar on his wrist, because he can’t stand to look someone in the eye.

*   *   *

If he’d actually gotten the guts to do it that night, to actually set the match to something instead of shaking it out every time the flame licked his fingers, how would it have gone?

His burning—Sophie’s burning, the brown-haired girl in a Forever 21 dress, the sweet female-thing that had existed in Crane’s place for so many years—had been premeditated to a degree worthy of institutionalization. She knew she wanted only the face to burn. That was the most bang for her buck, or more accurately, the most visible damage in the least amount of time. She also knew she was a coward, and did not have the willpower to go up in stoic silence like a monk or the activists lighting themselves up in rows on the Capitol steps. The face was enough; it would have to do.

Maybe she would’ve siphoned gas from the car’s tank to smear across her cheeks, or the liquor she’d been choking down would work. The logistics weren’t important. What’s important was that she burned. The scars would be permanent, and she would be free. She’d already written a speech in her Notes app for her future doctor, explaining exactly why she didn’t want reconstructive surgery. It’s expensive, she’d say, and extra stress on a delicate part of a human body, and it’s not worth it, and I don’t want you to do it, please don’t fix it, if you fix it I’ll do it again, I’ll do it again I swear I will.

She’d say, I’m sorry I didn’t have the words to say it any other way.

*   *   *

Crane leads the girl inside, turns off the OPEN sign, and locks the door. She’s worse up close. White face discolored like it’d been beaten in, fingers bloody and broken-nailed. Her feet track a red-brown mess.

Is Levi still in the office? Thank god. Give her a second to get it together without him.

“Sorry,” she sniffles. “You probably just mopped, too. I’m Jess.”

Crane shrugs, because that statement presumes he isn’t used to cleaning up bodily fluids, and reaches behind the register to bring out the basket. His manager, Tammy, put it together a decade ago, and some of the stuff is still that old: wet wipes, bandages, Neosporin and tweezers, fresh socks and snacks and dry shampoo and mouthwash.

Jess watches it warily before he nudges it toward her, offers some semblance of permission. She immediately snatches up every calorie she can find.

“Thank you,” she says, hands full of cheap granola bars. “Uh. Can you talk?”

Crane nods.

“Oh.”

It’s been a while since the hive brought in somebody new. Used to be two other guys who worked here, Mike and Harry, but Mike died of mouth cancer and Harry started screaming about botfly larvae and tapeworms in his belly, so Levi had to put him down. Cleaning blood and bone pieces off the floor was bad enough, but the impact on Crane’s work schedule for the past few months rubbed salt in the wound. He cannot wait to show this girl how to work the register.

While she finishes her water and demolishes the granola bars, Crane texts Tammy. Texting doesn’t count as writing things down, as long as it’s a situation in which any normal person would text. Otherwise it’s a no go. It drives Levi up the wall.


Crane: Got a new one. Let me know when ur up.



That’s followed by, Did u know?

Tammy will get the girl a phone and some clothes, set her up in the guest room in the back of Tammy’s too-old house, the sparse and drafty room that used to be Crane’s. Some woman from a Georgia hive will build a fake ID and ship it up in a few weeks. Whoever Jess was before will shrivel away, and a new person will molt—so to speak—into its place. There’s a lot of work to do.

But before any of that, fake IDs or instructions on how to clean the coffee machines, she needs to get those feet to stop bleeding.

Crane gives her the milk crate he sits on for slow shifts, and she slumps onto it, hoisting up a foot to assess the damage. Not as bad as it could be; more mud than blood, what with the summer rains coming through the mountains. Crane cracks open another water bottle to soak a paper towel and presses it into her hands. Clean up.

Her face nags at him, to the point he starts chewing on his lip ring. She’s familiar in a way he can’t put his finger on.

“Um.” Scrubbing her feet, Jess takes stock of her surroundings: the cramped sales floor, dirty coffee machines, cigarettes behind the counter. She’s adaptable, then. Even struggling through tears, she’s trying to keep a cool head. Good. “What’s your name? Can you write it down?”

“His name’s Crane.”

Jess whips around with a yelp. It’s just Levi, though, leaning against the door to the employee area, nonchalantly pulling a cigarette from the pack and popping it into his mouth. Jess studies him. The muscles in her neck are taut.

“Like the bird?” she says.

“He’s a mute. He ain’t silent or nothing, makes all kinds of noise when you get him going—” He grins, using the beat of silence to produce a cheap lighter and get the flame going. Crane’s face burns. “But besides that, good luck getting a word out of him. I’m Levi. You smoke?”

“No.”

Crane doesn’t make a habit of smoking, either, but he still makes a low noise in the back of his throat and holds out a hand. Even an inconsiderate roommate-slash-fuckbuddy-slash-boyfriend-is-too-strong-a-word-but-the-closest-they-have like Levi catches the drift. He comes over to place a fresh cigarette in Crane’s mouth and lights it with the gruff homoerotic flair possessed only by ex-soldiers, cocking an eyebrow at the door.

We’re gonna finish what we started, right?

Crane breathes in so the flame catches. Of course they are.

Levi, content with that answer, snaps his lighter shut and slings an arm over Crane’s shoulder. “So. You look like shit, missy. Where you walk from?”

“My boyfriend’s place,” Jess says cautiously. “On the other side of the lumberyard.”

Five miles as the crow flies; longer if she stuck to roads. Hell of a trek to make with no shoes. Still doesn’t explain why Crane’s never seen her, though.

“This about him?” Levi says.

Jess hesitates, but nods.

“We can work with that. You need anything?”

Jess inspects her fucked-up hands. The worms or flies don’t give a shit about morals, but it doesn’t seem like this boyfriend of hers will be missed any.

She says, “Can—can I see them? I want to say thank you.”

Of course, Crane thinks. He’d wanted to see them too; an animal desperation to meet the first things to understand him, no matter how horrific they were. So he helps her to her feet, steadying her when she hisses in pain, and Levi takes the key from under the register, and together they walk her across the sales floor through the manager’s office, to the heavy iron door set into the dark back wall.

Jess holds tight to Crane’s arm.

Levi fights with the lock for a moment, muttering under his breath before it gives way, and . . .

Oh child, the hive says with its thousand chattering jaws and the buzzing of a thousand wings; the flesh flies swarming in thick mats, the wet bodies of soft worms hiding in piles of regurgitated bone-pulp. The smell is revolting. Our cherished one, hello, hello, hello.

As if only half-aware of what she’s doing, Jess takes one step forward, then another. Crane, out of instinct, or maybe like a child, covers the scar on his wrist. He still remembers the sting, how for a moment he thought the worm would dig itself into his arm and never come out.

You’ve made it. You are safe. You are home.

Levi takes Jess by the arm and turns his own hand to show the ugly mark bitten into his skin. “Look at that,” he says. “You’re gonna get your own. Hold out your— There we go. Don’t flinch. You can take it.”

A singular, dripping worm extricates itself from the mass. Jess breathes in and nearly chokes on the rotting stink.

When it bites down, she screams only a little.

You will feel the sun on your face when we cannot.












THREE

It’s been a week, and according to Tammy, Jess hasn’t tried to run away or kill herself yet—mainly just slept in the spare bed and crammed down every ounce of food she could find in Tammy’s cabinets—so looks like the girl is here to stay.

Levi’s gone on a work trip, headed to a hive that’s rooted itself in an impound yard just outside McDowell County. Crane couldn’t get the details before he left, but Tammy says a girl from down there asked after him. That hive is about to have a shit time, then. His F-150 in a parking lot is the equivalent of a pirate’s black spot.

“He bought bullets, didn’t he?” Tammy says as she gathers up the accounting books. Half her fingers are arthritic and permanently straightened into sticks. Crane, chewing on a toothpick behind the register, wonders if she got to choose which position her hands would stay in for the rest of her life, or if her joints decided for her. His stomach’s been turning all day and the toothpick kind of helps. “Thought I saw him at Walmart with a box of slugs. The price on them is getting real bad, ain’t it?”

Crane makes a little noise: I’m not interested in how inflation is affecting the price of ammunition, Ma.

“Last I heard from down there,” Tammy continues, “the old bitch that runs the impound lot—Beth, you remember her? She came up last year. She was getting into it with Billy. Now, I don’t agree with the way she does things, but the way Billy reacted, that was just uncalled for.” She bats away Crane’s arm to pluck the large-print calculator from behind him. “And if word gets out and cops start sniffing around, that’s no good.”

Crane makes another noise, this one derisive. If a cop gets too close to this hive, he’ll handle it. He’s done it before.

“Exactly. So I think your man’s just headed down to knock some sense back into him.” She falls silent for a moment, propping her hands on her hips. “You doing good without him? You look a bit—hmm. You feeling alright, sweetheart?”

He feels no worse than usual, which is always a little bad. He gestures her away from the register. She has more important things to do than nag at him, like cook the books so the franchise owner down in Florida continues to ignore them.

“Fine,” Tammy says. “I’ll leave you be. I know how you kids are.”

As soon as she’s shuffled off and closed the door to the manager’s office, Crane grabs his phone to open the encrypted messaging app.

In the group chat, Aspen and Birdie are talking about the latest rash of Supreme Court rulings. Their tendency to natter back and forth via text used to confuse him; they’re married, live in the same DC-suburb townhouse, and have no problem with mouth-speech, so it seemed like an odd choice. But Aspen said they want Crane to feel included, so the group chat it is.

Talking to people outside the hive is the sort of thing defectors do. But it’s not like that. He swears. He’s not going to leave—seriously, why the fuck would he, he’s not leaving the hive, even if it kills him.

Aspen and Birdie are worried about him. That’s all.


Crane: It’s fucking LATE. Dont yall have real jobs

Birdie: real jobs don’t schedule people on holidays, it’s the fourth???



He checks the calendar. Shit, it rolled over to the Fourth of July a few minutes ago. Washville really must be dying if nobody started cracking off fireworks at midnight sharp.


Birdie: but yes this country continues to be a nightmare

Aspen: I’m still reading, gimme a second. Some coworkers think it’s not as bad as it sounds but we’ll see. While I do that, how are you holding up? We still good for this weekend?



Oh shit, he’d completely forgotten he’d agreed to a—what did Aspen call it, a “proof of life” this week. But three hours down the mountain, three back up, this stomachache, Tammy’s joints flaring up, and Jess to keep an eye on? Even with Levi across the state, it’s not going to work.


Crane: Manager thinks I look like shit but I’m fine lmao. Also we got a new trainee last week. Can’t leave her alone for too long so. Can’t come down. Sorry

Birdie: that sucks :(are you sure youre okay? we can do a video call instead if you want

Aspen: We’ll miss you, but remember the drive isn’t that bad if Birdie or I can get the day off. Anything you need at all, just let us know.



The idea of one of them coming up here makes his stomach turn.


Crane: I know

Aspen: Also I finished the release and yeah, it’s bad. States’ rights all the way, unless it’s abortion in which case fuck us, right?

Birdie: ngl I miss the year where we actually had like three successful assassinations or whatever. bring that energy back!!! where is it!!!!



Crane stops responding, but Aspen and Birdie keep talking. They know it’s tough for him. He turns the phone on vibrate so he can feel it buzz in his pocket, a reminder that he’s being included in some way.

Maybe not visiting is for the best if he looks as bad as Tammy says. No need to freak them out worse.

Though it can’t be that bad. He leans around the cigarette case to check his reflection in the dark mirror of the window, pulls down an eyelid, and wiggles the toothpick between his teeth. Besides the bruises Levi left a few days ago, finishing that unfinished business from the manager’s office with a belt around Crane’s neck, there’s only the usual eyebags and unbrushed hair. That, and his most recent ink: a centipede above the left elbow. He’s covered from his ankles to the back of his neck, a sketchbook for whatever artist is doing shitty flash work for cheap.

Birdie thought she’d seen through it all the first time she’d met him. The tattoos, the dozen piercings scattered across his ears and face, it was all clear to her. “It’s gender-affirming, obviously,” she’d said like she’d cracked the code. “I mean, look at you.”

Crane hadn’t had the heart to correct her and say that if he hadn’t been able to set himself on fire, he’d needed to change somehow.

Either way. It’s good to see yourself through someone else’s eyes. He leans closer to the reflection and tries to step into another pair of shoes, inspect himself as if he was a stranger. It’s not easy. A total lack of self-image, he’s heard, is an autism thing. Or a trauma thing, Aspen would point out.

But he’s not traumatized. A walking collection of bad decisions, sure, and a masochist with way too many messy kinks, absolutely. Traumatized? That word is for veterans and rape victims, not him.

After all, the hive saved him.

His phone buzzes one more time. Right. Might as well check out Aspen’s official review of the country’s current sociopolitical situation.

It’s not them.


Jess: Hi, is this Crane? Sorry, I should’ve told you Tammy gave me your number

Jess: I think I killed my boyfriend

Jess: I don’t know what to do



*   *   *

As soon as Crane barges into the office and shows Tammy the message chain, she’s shoving car keys into his hand. “Lord above, did she walk there? Go get her before she does something stupid. Git!” So now he’s pulling eighty-five on an empty stretch of Corridor H past Washville, ignoring the upset whine of his achy old Camry and turning up the radio until high notes of some Top 40 song sting his eardrums.

Levi should be doing this. Crane is queasy and pissed about it. This is supposed to be Levi’s job, and the son of a bitch is in McDowell.


Jess: Past the lumberyard, once you cross the one-lane bridge. You know where that is? Has a chest freezer on the porch, Chevy in the driveway, light’s on

Jess: Jesus Christ

Jess: I’m gonna be sick

Jess: Oh shit I think he’s moving



The lumberyard isn’t technically in Washville, it’s closer to Crane and Levi’s apartment in the greater Wash County unincorporated area, but it’s still the Washville lumberyard because there aren’t any other landmarks for miles. Mike used to work there before the swarm found him. According to the stories, so many people ended up with nails in their hand that the injury was given the shorthand crucifixion, as in, Did you hear that John got crucified last week?


Jess: Yeah he’s still breathing oh my god



Crane doesn’t like it, but that doesn’t mean he can’t do it. Levi made sure of that.

Five miles, five minutes later, and Crane is in front of the house—this one-story gray thing plunked on the side of a dirt road—throwing the Camry into park and grabbing his go bag from the front seat.

Jess stumbles out to the concrete steps. She’s a ghost backlit by the grainy porch light smothered with moths and skeeter-eaters, leaning against the chest freezer to keep her balance. It makes Crane feel like a horror movie monster: carrying a bag of murder equipment, tightening heavy-duty gloves, walking up to a girl in a cabin where neighbors would maybe only hear if she screamed.

He tries not to think about that last part too hard. Her hands have only just started to heal.

“I thought—” Jess tries. She’s swaying nervously, keeps staring at the bugs swarming the porch light. She’s following their panicked buzzing against the glass with her too-familiar eyes. “They said I should do it. I thought I—”

Crane catches her by the upper arms, squeezes, breathes in slowly to get her to do the same. She gets the hint, scrambles to follow his cue. He breathes out. So does she.

Easy, it says. Slow the heartbeat, get the lungs under control. It’s what Levi told him when he was eighteen, covered in the shit-smelling pulp that spills out of a cut intestine. You can’t lose your cool. You panic and you get stupid, and when you get stupid you get hurt.

She says, “I thought I hit him hard enough.”

Good thing there’s a fix for that.

Inside, the house is all wood paneling, crusty beige carpet, absolutely trashed. FOX News mutters on the TV, a corner of the screen exploded into a rainbow mess of pixels. A bowl of Cheerios sits uneaten on the coffee table. Crane casts around for an idea of what they’re dealing with and finds it in a hunting photo on the wall: four guys in blaze orange with guns and bucks.

If Levi was here, he would’ve clocked the photo in an instant and put a finger against Jess’s temple like a cold metal muzzle. “You find that gun cabinet and you keep an eye on it, girlie. If that poor fucker gets to it before you do: pshew.” Gunshot noise from the corner of the mouth. “You’re out.”

Crane is studying it too closely. Jess clears her throat. “You, uh. Won’t have to worry about that.”

Fine. Time to show her the ropes.

This son of a bitch, as it turns out, is currently on the bedroom floor trying to get on his feet; key word being try because it’s not going well. Crane wouldn’t be surprised if he’s being puppeteered by adrenaline alone. There can’t be much else. His skull is dented, and the swelling is trying to squeeze his pale little eyes out of his face.

The latest attempt to stand fails. Gross, Crane thinks.

Jess wraps her arms around her ribs. She won’t come into the room. She stands in the hall, toes barely crossing where the vinyl floor cuts to cheap carpet, studying the torn-up doorframe and old plywood nailed over the windows. There are too many locks on the door. Some of them are broken.

“Yeah,” Jess says when Crane gives her a quizzical frown, making sure that this is: one, her boyfriend; and two, the state she left him in, not a total surprise. “Bad, right.”

Those words—or maybe Jess’s voice itself—sets him off. As much as someone can be set off with most of their brain destroyed. He swings his head around, tries to get an arm under him, can’t manage it. Saliva drips from his cockeyed mouth.

“Jess,” he slurs in the way half-dead people have a tendency to. “Jess.”

If they wanted to, they could wait this out. That head trauma, that’s something else. Seriously, what did she use? Crane sidesteps to check the room and finds a dumbbell halfway under the bed. It’d be funny if it wasn’t such a bad decision. This is why she was supposed to wait for Levi—he’d have talked her through it. He’d have handled it like a soldier. He’s not here, though, so the two of them could honestly shut the door, head to the living room, flip through the TV channels, and check back in half an hour.

But any risk is too much, and Jess has to learn.

Crane sets the bag down on the bed, digs out a hammer, and flips it into his hand.

This guy must have some sense left in that brain, must be able to see something, even with all his gray matter scrambled up, because he starts moving again. Trying to get away. Prone on his belly, he grabs the foot of the bed, hauls himself forward an inch, leaving a slick wet trail where he can’t pick his head up properly.

Crane plants a booted foot on the lower back—no, none of that, thank you—and nods Jess in. Let’s make it quick.

Levi would be explaining the situation right now. Every detail, starting with whatever weapon was in hand that day. It has to be a weapon with plausible deniability, he’d say, in case you bump into the law. Mike used to keep a nail gun in his truck at all times; Harry carried a knife in the same bag as a pair of antlers and a hunting permit; Levi’s Mossberg shotgun is a self-defense model perfect for a rural county where 911 doesn’t pick up half the time. A hammer’s an easy sell to a cop, so it’s perfect for a mute.

Jess steps cautiously into the bedroom like it has teeth—to her, it might—and tries to breathe through the mouth instead of her nose. There we go. The man squirms and Crane puts more weight on him, clicking his tongue to keep Jess’s attention. Don’t look at the windows, don’t think too much about what’s happening. It’s already halfway done, and once you do it the first time, it’s easier all the others, promise.

Hammer in hand, pinkie outstretched, and crouched a bit over the struggling mess, Crane traces the path for her. Sketches where the damage has already been done, where she won’t have to hit as many times. Right here.

“I don’t know,” Jess whispers.

Crane gives her a stern look—or something to that effect, expressions are tough for him. Yes, it’s difficult. She has to do it anyway. The hammer goes into her hand, fingers pressed around the handle and rotated so she’s holding it the correct way, clawed end down. Think of the guy on the floor as a stubborn nail she has to pull out and discard. That’s all.

The man, his swollen eyes drying out and pink foam bubbling out of his mouth, manages another word, or a vague approximation of English: “No,” it sounds like, “no.” Or maybe “oh,” over and over.

Whatever it is, it makes Jess stumble. It makes her push the hammer away, her eyes panicked-horse whirling.

“I can’t,” she says.

The fuck is she talking about. She can’t? The hive chose her for a reason. The flies wouldn’t have crawled into this room as a horrible shimmering mass and coated the walls and buzzed in a disgusting cacophony if they didn’t want her. Now she’s here, they saved her, and hives don’t appreciate it when their chosen people don’t return the favor.

He gets up. Takes his foot off the worm-food. Grabs her.

She makes the smallest, most terrified sound he’s ever heard.

It’s not happening, he realizes. He can’t force her—and if he does and it cracks something in her, shatters an irreplaceable piece of her psyche, then he’s not going to be the one to put her down. No way in hell.

Fine. He’ll do it himself.

To her credit, Jess doesn’t think she can get away with not watching it happen. She’s plastered herself to the threshold, fingertips resting perfectly along the claw marks marring the splotchy wood, but she does not turn away. Her eyes are trained on the hammer and the place it will come down.

Aspen and Birdie would be disgusted with Crane if they knew.

Crane hoists a leg over the man on the bedroom floor, puts all his weight on the back of the neck, and brings the clawed end of the hammer down twice.












FOUR

Jess, apparently, processes her feelings out loud.

Crane already has a stomachache and has spent the past few minutes developing a gross knot of nausea in the crux of his throat. Now, on top of checking his rearview for stray cops wandering in from the next county over and staring daggers at the speedometer—commit only one crime at a time, never crack forty-five while there’s a body in the trunk—he has a headache too.

He puts the collar of his shirt into his mouth to pick at a thread that’s come loose from the stitching. Sure, murder would make anyone nervous. He can’t fault Jess for handling it in a way that happens to be annoying.

But he cannot deal with this right now.

“And this is normal for you?” Jess asks, addressing Crane for the first time since she started talking. “You’re used to this?”

Well, yes. Mike and Levi made sure of that. Getting locked in the trunk of a car with a corpse in the middling heat of a West Virginia summer, with all the choking death-stink, Levi with a timer and Mike sitting on the trunk to keep it closed—that would do the trick.

What had Mike said when he pulled Crane out of that trunk by the hair? “The hive’s got no use for scared little girls.”

In the grand scheme of things, Crane is being downright kind.

Jess scrubs a hand over her face, tugs at her cheeks, squeezes her nose like she’s trying to get feeling back in her body. “Okay,” she says. “Okay. It’s just that—you didn’t hesitate. Sean’s dead. You just did it. Oh my god. Okay.”

Crane doesn’t look at her, just huffs, hopes the message that comes across is, Of course I did.

Jess says, “And what happens if I can’t do it? If I decide nope, I’m out, I take it back?”

Crane hits the brakes.

The Camry screeches to a halt at a red light, the only stoplight in Wash County, where it’s just them in front of the Dollar General. The lumberyard looms in the distance.

A single sentence in the Notes of Crane’s phone: We kill you.

He shows it to her. He looks at her like, Do you see this? Do you understand what you’ve agreed to? Was the swarm unclear, was the bite on your wrist not enough to drive the point home?

Would you rather be in that house, with that man, with whatever he did to you?

Would you rather be out there in the world alone?

No. Of course not.

The light turns green.

“I wasn’t going to,” Jess says weakly. “I just wanted to ask.”

*   *   *

He shouldn’t be such a bitch. Think about what the man on the bedroom floor—Sean, apparently, as if he deserves a name—must have done to her to put her in the path of a hive. To make her face down the swarm of white-striped, red-eyed flesh flies crawling in through the gaps of her makeshift prison cell, swallowing the walls and popcorn ceiling with that mind-killing hum:

Oh child, your hands—your bruises—oh child, what has he done to you? When is the last time you saw the sun?

Think about what must have been done to her, to make her look at that and say yes.

In the face of that, what gives Crane the right?

Because nobody even did anything to him. He had never been hurt, never abused, never molested, never beat. He’d been pretty, and smart, and so very good at smiling through the urge to self-immolate. Hell, his parents had even loved him.

It’s just that, at some point in his mother’s womb, through no fault of hers or his father’s or his own, he’d been put together incorrectly.

Oh child, this world was not made for ones like you. Come with us, come with us, come with us.

He shouldn’t be such a bitch, but he looks over at the girl in the shotgun seat with her dark hair and skinny lips and bags under her eyes all just like his own, and no, can’t manage it. Sorry.

If that’s all he can do, Aspen and Birdie would say, that’s alright for now. Just try to be a better person tomorrow.

*   *   *

Crane kills the car’s engine by the delivery entrance at the back of the gas station, pops the trunk, and storms over to Jess’s side of the car to bang his hand against her window. Get out. She flinches but does as she’d told, standing away from him in the gravel lot the way she would if a wild animal wandered too close.

She can dislike him all she wants. He’s doing her a favor.

In the trunk, the body bag has curled up on itself where it’s been disrespectfully jammed between jugs of motor oil and antifreeze. The head was a bit of a mess, but the guy is still in one piece, so Crane counts this as an easy hunt. Still, the sick bolus in his throat won’t dislodge. Nausea’s been chasing him for days now. Weeks, actually. It’s just that he’s been bullying through it like he’s done all his life.

Be a big boy and get over it. He nods Jess to him, has her grab the handles by the feet. Let’s get this son of a bitch up.

Inside, Tammy is waiting for them, attempting to appear frustrated and not doing a very good job. As soon as the door closes and the two of them drop the body onto the floor beside the crates of beer waiting to go into the drink cooler, she’s rushing over. Or the closest she can get to rushing with her knees so bad. She grabs Jess by the cheeks—Jess is taller than her by a good half foot, though that’s not difficult—and checks her over. Her jaw, her mouth, her temple.

“You got all your pieces?” Tammy demands. “Not hurt nowhere, are you? Look at me, let me check your eyes.”

“I’m okay,” Jess says as her eyelids are unceremoniously pulled apart.

“Uh-huh.” Next, Tammy takes Jess’s wrists, turns them to inspect the bruises and scabs. “The bastard didn’t put a hand on you?”

“I’m okay, I promise.”

Tammy needs a few more seconds to believe her, but as soon as she’s assured that the poor girl is all together and okay, she gives Jess a sharp granny-tug on the ear.

Jess yelps. “Ow!”

“What’d you go and do something like that for?” Tammy demands, gesturing at the door. Jess visibly scrambles to keep up with the one-eighty. “Did you walk to his house? All the way across the county? You’re going to give an old woman a heart attack, you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jess whispers. “I just—I thought—they said I could.”

Tammy’s face softens for half a second. “I know, sweetheart. You’ve had a rough week. We’ll get this done and we can go home.” Then she turns on Crane. “And you.”

For his trouble, he receives a pinch straight on the nose and a shake of his entire head. Crane gives an undignified squawk.

“At least the boys gave you a month to settle in!” she snaps. “Trying to get her to do it herself already, I cannot believe you.”

Crane rubs his nose. Did Jess text Tammy to tattle on the drive back? Holy shit, what is she, five?

“Anyway.” Tammy jingles the key. “Grab that body, let’s get the worms fed.”

The first time Crane saw his hive, it was an incomprehensible horror. The sight was so alien, he couldn’t put the pieces together: scraps of clothing and chunks of hair, bones gnawed apart to scrape nutrients from the marrow, ossified calcium vomited into a wasp’s nest taking up the entire storage closet. The flies slept in clumps and the worms pulsed like neurons under a microscope, or what Crane imagined that might look like.

These days, when he sees his hive, it’s a moment of peace. He doesn’t understand much, but he does understand this.

Children, the hive croons. Hello, hello, hello.

Today is different.

When Tammy opens that door, the smell hits like a brick. It’s a meat freezer left unplugged, the trunk of Mike’s car with the sunbaked corpse. Jess’s eyes are watering; she’s breathing through her teeth like she can filter out the rancid particles in the air. That’s fine. She’s not used to it. But Crane’s stomach completely betrays him. His mouth waters, saliva lurching forward to protect the teeth and soft tissues from incoming stomach acid.

No, he is not going to throw up in front of Jess. He tries to swallow the mess of spit, but that makes it worse.

You care for us, and we care for you in turn.

This needs to be over with. Before he makes a mess. He drops the bag to the floor, making Jess hiss when the rough plastic strap is ripped from her hands, and fumbles for the zipper.

You treat us so kindly, children. You offer us so much. We are so lucky to have you.

Together, with Tammy watching because she doesn’t have the strength for this anymore, they shove the corpse out of the body bag and onto the floor, spilling blood and brain matter across the tile. One arm ragdoll-flops onto the floor with a gross smack.

We thank you. We love you.

The hive descends. Chattering worms lunge from their calcium-keratin-synthetic fiber mound to burrow into the softest parts of Sean’s body they can find. The cheek, under the jaw, crawling up the shirt into the stomach. The youngest worms are small, maybe as thick as Crane’s thumb and a foot long, and quick as fuck. They crawl and chew and swallow, leaving behind a series of gaping wounds for their bigger, slower elders to follow them into the meat. Once the worms are done, then the flies will come down and pick the rotten parts clean, lay eggs to replenish the swarm. The cycle of life.

And as the worms feast, the flies talk about the space beyond the dark, stinking storage closet. How the sky is such a lovely shade of blue, then gold, then pink, then the deepest, richest purple. How the mountains are ancient and alive. How they are all so hungry and this little corner of the world is so perfect in the light.

“Holy shit,” Jess breathes.

The room is the color of a cut-open stomach.

Crane can’t keep it down anymore.

He stumbles out of the room—“Crane?” Tammy says—and can’t open the delivery door properly, just slams into the push bar and lurches outside before he vomits.

It’s the kind of throwing up that feels like getting punched in the stomach, that’s so violent he can’t get a breath in between one retch and the other. His lungs lock up. His throat collapses. He catches himself on the hood of the Camry, doubles over, makes that sick croaking sound that comes up with puke.

Once his stomach is empty, a string of drool falls from his lips to the gravel. His mouth tastes like sand and bitter, burning acid.

He gasps for air. Fuck. Fuck.

Behind him, the delivery door clacks shut.

“Crane?” Tammy says again. “Oh Lord, what a mess.”

He spits, and she puts a hand on his chest to ease him upright.

“I was telling you,” she murmurs, “you ain’t been looking good.”

He shakes his head. He’s fine. It won’t happen again.

Tammy won’t take that for an answer. She sits him on the curb beside the ice cooler, presses the back of her hand to his forehead, tries to suss out a possible fever. There’s nothing. The neon CLOSED sign shines in the window. An ad for Camels stares across the empty lot.

“Hold tight,” she’s saying, “give me a moment.”

Crane drops his head between his knees and spits again. He’s fine. Yes, he’s been feeling off lately, but he’s always off. He spent most of his childhood vaguely nauseated. And he’s tired, and his head hurts, and his stomach’s been upset for so long. He’s fine. He’s fine.

Tammy comes back a minute later with a bottle of water: a godsend. “Here.” He takes a mouthful and swishes before dribbling it out into the gravel. Stomach acid warps the taste, turning it so bizarrely sweet that he flips the bottle over to see if it isn’t some newfangled sugared stuff, or maybe flat soda.

“And this too.”

Tammy taps a box against his shoulder.

It’s a pregnancy test.

Crane shoves it back at her. Stumbles to his feet, coughs like he’s trying to get something out of his lungs. Absolutely not. He—no, it doesn’t work like that. He’s been on testosterone for almost two years, he hasn’t had his period in nearly as long, there hasn’t even been any spotting or anything.

You can’t get pregnant on testosterone. It doesn’t work like that.

Right?

Crane realizes, slowly, that he’s not sure.

Tammy regards him like he’s a child, and it makes him hate himself a bit. “Just take it,” she says. Crane shakes his head. “Sweetheart, I am sixty-five goddamn years old. Believe me when I say I’ve seen my fair share of girls in denial. Not that I’m saying you’re a girl, but I’m saying I know it when I see it.”

She holds the box against his chest until he gives in.

All Crane can think is that pregnancy tests, for a minuscule while, had been gender neutral. There’d been a whole campaign about it when Sophie was in high school. Nobody had been asking for much—just, could companies please say pregnant people instead of pregnant women, and maybe could there not be so much pink on the box?

It’d worked, for a time. A few companies made the switch, taking the opportunity to turn a minuscule packaging decision into a sweeping promotional campaign celebrating their progressiveness, their inclusivity, their whatever. One commercial even showed a man looking down at his (flat) belly while a handsome husband rubbed his shoulders. How wonderful. After decades of fighting tooth and nail, a trans guy got to see himself on TV for three seconds.

But it backslid quick. None of it had made the companies more money, because of course it hadn’t, and some far-right fuckface posted a video on social media with a gun, talking about finding the marketing execs responsible and executing them in Times Square. So this box in his hand is bright pink and says women so many times that it feels like groveling. See? We’re reasonable people who know what a woman is.

He can’t be pregnant. He can’t.
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