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      For those who feel like they are not part of this world,

      are not so sure they wish to be,

      and one who makes me feel like I should be.
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      It is the eleventh of October, at four twenty-three in the morning. The weather in London is overcast with a temperature of nine degrees Celsius (forty-eight point two degrees Fahrenheit if you’re into that sort of thing.) There has been mild precipitation; this is England, after all.

      Oh, and the world is ending.

      The world is ending, and it is due to the choices of a young man named Oscar Tundale. He is entirely average in many ways and less than average in more. This is the story of why the world is ending.

      And how Oscar let it happen.
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            THE BLANKET MONSTER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, Oscar,” Paige groaned. “You’re about as much use as tits on a teapot.”

      A hedgehog in a condom factory.

      A fart in a colander.

      A cock flavoured lollipop.

      If Oscar had learned one thing from Paige, it was how many interesting but not very useful things he was the human equivalent of. Though the last one didn’t sound bad at all in his opinion.

      “I’m sorry,” Oscar rubbed at his eyes with his free hand. “I’ll do it when I get back. Promise.”

      His sister sighed, her breath rasping in the earpiece of his phone. “Make sure you do. If they cut the electricity off, I’m not there to warm a bath up for you with the fucking kettle again.” 

      “Sorry, Paige.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You’re always sorry! Just sort it out this time,” she snapped. The hum of voices in the background was making it difficult to hear her now; he heard someone call her name. “Listen, Oscar, I’ve got to go. Some shit’s kicking off. I’ll call you later. We need to talk about something.”

      “Okay.”

      “And Oscar?”

      “Yes?”

      “Pay the bloody electricity bill.”

      “I will.” The words were still leaving his mouth when the line disconnected with a blip in his ear. Oscar sighed, pushing his phone into his pocket, and looked up at the night sky.

      So far as the London autumn sky was willing to disclose, it could have been seven at night or in the morning. As far as Oscar’s bones and brain were willing to share, it was definitely around four o’clock in the morning. That was the point when the night shift always started to drag into monotonous delirium.

      He took a moment, burying cold fingers into the hungry pockets of his threadbare pea coat. His old jacket had seen better days, but Oscar had a habit of wearing things until they fell apart. Besides, this jacket was perfect year-round if he added or subtracted layers underneath. What more could he ask for? 

      His breath misted the night. 

      Paige had been gone for three months. Finally living the life she’d always dreamed of. He was happy for her, she’d worked hard, and when the offer for an internship at a big magazine in New York came through, her bags were half-packed before she even put the phone down. It meant Oscar had the apartment they shared all to himself. It was a little lonely sometimes, but he did have much more time to spend with Zara and Marcus, and he definitely spent a lot less time being scolded.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he inched it out carefully, just enough to peer at the screen but still protect his now warming fingers from the night’s nipping chill.

      
        
        
        Come back in Booboo. We got a new patient.

        ZARA

      

      

      

      Oscar smiled tiredly and cast a glance up at the half-eaten moon, before making his way back into the hospital. 
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        * * *

      

      Thursday nights were usually pretty slow, aside from the occasional toddler who found something exciting and dangerous to eat whilst their parents weren’t looking. The Children’s Assessment Unit had an otherwise steady stream of irritating coughs, nasty vomiting, or troubling fevers that kept it ticking along. When he got back to the Nurse’s Station, the look on Zara’s face told Oscar that the new patient in bed seven hadn’t been admitted for eating their building blocks.

      This time of night was usually the worst time for new admissions. Ripe for sighs, stoic and exhausted half-smiles, and the occasional sloppy mistake. Zara, however, was practically bouncing on her toes.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      Zara’s eyes flashed, the colour of freshly fallen autumn leaves. Her round face and golden-brown skin practically glowed under the dimmed lighting, usually bright and hostile on the day shift. 

      This is not how someone should look at this hour.

      “A new patient just came in.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. Finishing at her jaw, it was streaked with a vivid teal at the moment and was shaved short at her right temple to show a row of gold piercings in her ear. “No parents with her...and she’s been cut.”

      Oscar frowned. “Like...she cut herself on something?”

      “No, like someone cut her. Pretty bad, apparently. The on-call surgeon patched her up in Emergency, but she might have to be operated on tonight.”

      “Oh my God.” Oscar’s eyes widened. “Who would do that to a child?”

      “Some sicko. Probably one of the parents.” Zara’s eyes sparkled angrily.

      Oscar flinched. Zara’s heart was kind, but as one of the most senior nurses on the unit, she was a force to be reckoned with if a child needed her. She would stop at nothing to help her patients. Oscar had nowhere near her qualifications or responsibilities and often found himself watching her with awe. He’d seen her face down more arrogant junior doctors than he could count.

      “Who’s on call tonight?” Oscar swallowed, dreading the reply.

      A flash of concern passed across Zara’s face, but she quickly replaced it with a forced smile. “Ocampo.” She tried to make the name sound as gentle as she could manage, but Oscar’s face twitched anyway. “Don’t worry,” Zara said quickly. “I’ll try and keep her away from you.”

      “How are you going to do that? By flirting?” Oscar grumbled.

      Zara raised her hands innocently. “It’s totally a professional crush. I mean she’s an amazing doctor. And yeah, Ocampo is hot. That little pouty thing her mouth does when she’s thinking. And how she always looks kind of...mean. That’s weirdly hot, too.” Zara smiled, staring into space wistfully, then caught sight of Oscar’s scowl. “Okay it’s a professional crush first and a sexy crush second. But definitely in that order.” She cleared her throat. “Anyway, we should, umm...”

      “Should I go and do observations on the other patients?”

      “Ah. Well...” Zara scrunched her eyes and shifted on her feet uncomfortably. “I actually kind of need you to go and sit with the new kid. She must be scared, and we don’t have the staff to send a nurse to do it. She’s all alone, Os.”

      Oscar’s stomach dropped. All alone? “Really? But...what about social work?”

      Zara sighed. “They won’t be here until the morning. The police called them when they dropped her off. They’ll be back again tomorrow to try and take a statement. The girl wouldn’t talk apparently, and they couldn’t find her parents anywhere.” Her eyes caught his for a moment, and he saw a flash of emotion.

      Oh.

      Oscar ran his hand through the messy chestnut mop that was his hair. They left her. Just like...

      He pushed the thought away firmly. “Are you sure it’s okay?” Usually, his duties involved taking routine observations and serving out meals. Supervising a child who’d just been assaulted wasn’t something he’d done before.

      “Just press the buzzer if you need me, Booboo.” Zara reached over and squeezed his shoulder, giving him an encouraging smile. “I know you’ll do great.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Oscar’s fingers traced the door handle as he worried his lip.

      What should I say? Is there something that might help? Something that might have helped...me?

      Finally steeling himself, he decided to give a gentle knock before pushing the door open. “Uh...hello?” He made his voice as soft as possible as he peeked around the edge.

      The small en suite’s fluorescent light glared through the half-closed door casting a dull glow over the attached bedroom. On the bed, a pair of large dark eyes peered at him from amongst a bundle of hospital linen. The sheets were pulled up to nearly completely cover the new patient, only owlish eyes and a tangle of raven hair standing out in the darkness. 

      “Hi,” Oscar said nervously, aware of the tremor in his voice as he slid through the narrowly opened doorway. “I’m Oscar Tundale, one of the Health Care Assistants. Zara asked me to come and sit with you. Is that okay?”

      The girl stared back at him in muted silence for a long moment, then finally gave him a single uncertain nod.

      “Your name’s Nina?” Oscar made his way toward the tall backed chair at the bedside. 

      The bundle of blankets, hair, and large dark eyes jiggled again in the affirmative.

      Oscar sat down, his knee knocking painfully against the side of the bed as he did. The clatter and Oscar’s gasp of pain made the little girl recoil inside her swaddle of sheets.

      “I’m sorry. Are you okay?” The words tumbled out of Oscar’s mouth. “Does it hurt? I can ask Zara if you need some medicine.”

      The bundle shook side to side in a motion that he guessed was a no.

      Oscar relaxed a little and felt some of the tension leave his smile. “It’s very late. Aren’t you sleepy?”

      There was another shake side to side for ‘no.’

      “Well...I suppose blanket monsters don’t get tired easily. This is the first time I’ve really met one myself, though.” Oscar tried to grin encouragingly.

      The blankets inched back, revealing the girl inside. The first thing Oscar thought was that she looked much younger than he had expected, maybe only eight or nine years old. This thought was chased by the horror that anyone would ever raise a hand to harm her. Her skin was a sandy brown, and her eyes almost as black as her hair, with round, cherubic cheeks and the sweetest bashful smile. 

      Oscar formed his mouth into a perfect ‘O’ and widened his eyes. “But you’re not a blanket monster at all!” He raised his voice in mock surprise. “You’re a little girl!”

      The girl nodded, firmly folding her arms and trying to pull a serious face that was somewhat ruined by the grin she was unable to smother.

      “That’s probably why I wasn’t scared. I’m not very brave, so if I met a real blanket monster, I’d probably just run away.”

      Nina gave him a shy smile and started to wriggle back into her blankets. As she moved to pull them about her, she suddenly stiffened in pain and let out a low squeak.

      “Oh.” Oscar reached out, but the girl flinched away from his touch, looking at him fearfully. Quickly, Oscar pulled his hand back, placing it on the edge of the bed instead. “Are you okay?”

      Nina looked at him with dark teary eyes, her bottom lip trembling.

      “I’m sure you are…you’re not like me,” Oscar tried to make his voice light and playful again. “You’re super brave. I bet if you saw a blanket monster, you wouldn’t even run away. I bet if you saw any monsters, you wouldn’t run away, would you?!”

      Her large dark eyes shone like pools of bitter chocolate, and Oscar felt like his heart was being squeezed. This girl...

      The door creaked open slowly, and Nina jumped. Her small, cool fingers shot out and latched onto Oscar’s hand.

      “Hey there. How are you two getting on?” Zara beamed, peering around the door. 

      Nina’s grip relaxed slightly.

      “I came to bring you some medicine. Doctor Ocampo just called to let me know she’s nearly here.” Her eyes took in Nina’s hand clutching at Oscar’s, and she gave him an encouraging smile. “Do you think I could check your dressings while I’m in here?”

      Nina shot an anxious look at Oscar.

      “Oscar can stay. You can squeeze his hand if it hurts.” Zara winked, setting the tray of medicines down.

      The little girl looked back at Zara and nodded tentatively.

      Zara held out a translucent purple syringe cloudy with thick sticky medicine. The girl surprised Oscar by leaning forward and quietly taking the medication from Zara and popping it between her teeth, gulping down the substance inside without any fuss.

      Instead of being surprised, Zara used the opportunity to ease the blankets wrapped around the girl from her back and gently pull her long hair over her shoulder. The back of her gown was misshapen with the swell of bandages beneath. Oscar couldn’t help but let out a gasp when Zara unknotted the ties and let the fabric slide free. Most of the girl’s back was covered in thick pressure dressings. Several patches were dark with dried blood. Who would do this to a little girl?

      Oscar caught a glimpse of Nina’s large, dark eyes fixed on his face, and realised the expression she must have seen. He forced the shock down into his guts and plastered on what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Those bandages look really cool, Nina,” he said weakly.

      The girl gave him a doubtful look.

      “They’re all intact and dry,” Zara said, shifting the gown back into place. “Hopefully we will be able to let you rest for the rest of the night.”

      There was a rhythmic clopping from the hallway outside, gradually getting louder.

      The hairs on Oscar’s arms raised, and ice ran down his spine. He recognised that sound well, and nothing good ever came of it. Not for him anyway.

      “Oh. It sounds like Doctor Ocampo is here,” Zara said with a forced airiness, avoiding Oscar’s gaze. Oscar wondered if this is how his own fake smile to Nina looked just moments ago.

      The feeling of unease settled into an unpleasant dread wriggling in his stomach. 

      Well, he thought resignedly, it’s too late to escape now.
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      There was an ever so delicate rap of knuckles against the door before it opened to admit Doctor Ocampo. She had only been at the hospital for a year but already owned a formidable reputation. Zara explained to him that Doctor Ocampo was highly regarded across the medical community and could have chosen almost anywhere to work and named her price. She had published a myriad of contentious and cutting-edge studies, and her employment caused an excited buzz amongst the existing medical team. After her arrival, that buzz had quickly escalated to a screeching cacophony of protests and dismay.

      Excellence. She always expected excellence. Only her own standards seemed agonisingly far above everyone else’s, and she had no qualms about letting them know it. Her reputation wasn’t hurt by the fact that she cut such a striking figure either. Angular features, porcelain skin, and black hair like silk gathered in a bun at the nape of her neck. Tonight, she wore a sumptuous plum blazer over a sleek black dress. Her high-heeled pumps were such a pristine white, Oscar couldn’t help but wonder if she took them off to go outside. 

      “Doctor Ocampo, thank you for coming so fast. I was just looking at Nina’s dressings,” Zara said smoothly.

      Doctor Ocampo’s dark eyes took in both the girl and Zara, before drifting toward Oscar, Nina’s hand still clutched in his own. One immaculate eyebrow twitched, her thin lips pursed, and she smoothed her blazer as if the thing could fit her any better. She pulled short of open disdain, a pleasant surprise for Oscar. Doctor Ocampo never made any secret of how underwhelmed she was by his existence.

      When Doctor Ocampo spoke, it was short, sharp, and precise. Decisive cuts of a surgical blade. “Hello Nina, I’m Doctor Ocampo.” She flashed a smile just brief enough to serve its purpose. “I’d just like to have a look at your back if that’s okay?”

      The girl seemed hypnotised by Doctor Ocampo and gave her an awed nod.

      “Excellent,” Doctor Ocampo said crisply. “I’m going to need a dressing pack.” Her dark eyes drifted to Oscar with expectancy.

      “I can get it,” Zara chirped.

      “I’d prefer you to stay and take down the dressing, Zara.” Doctor Ocampo’s sharp voice softened for Zara. A honeyed scalpel for her.

      “I’ll fetch it,” Oscar squeaked. He disentangled his fingers from Nina’s and concentrated on not tripping over his own feet as he rushed to the door.

      Oscar let out a tense breath as he let it close behind him.

      He wasn’t sure exactly what he had done wrong so far as Doctor Ocampo was concerned. He was convinced that, in her opinion, he just never did anything right.

      His charting was messy.

      His answers were slow.

      His hands were clumsy whenever she asked him for help.

      There was such a thing as a self-fulfilling prophecy, and this one was fuelled by the fact that Doctor Ocampo seemingly saw no value in him at all.

      Oscar chided himself as he rushed down the dimmed corridor. Just keep your head down and work harder. Zara said he worried too much about what other people thought, and that’s was what made him so anxious and indecisive. It was kind of a difficult obstacle to overcome, particularly when someone made their negative thoughts so clear. He could imagine Doctor Ocampo now, patting her freshly washed hands dry with a paper towel, the corner of her mouth curling with thinly veiled disdain that Oscar was taking so long for a simple task. He spun around the corner to the storeroom and collided bodily with something. Or rather, someone.

      Something between an instinctive apology and a shocked yelp burst out of Oscar’s mouth even as he belatedly tried to slow down, step back, and stop all at once. His feet caught against one another, and he tumbled backwards. He would have fallen flat out on the dingy speckled laminate floor, but a pair of hands shot out and clutched him, one by the shoulder and one at his waist.

      “Oh, God. I’m so sorry,” Oscar blustered, struggling to regain his footing. “I’m...oh.”

      Pale grey eyes regarded him with concern. “Are you okay?”

      Of course. 

      Of all the people, it had to be him.

      “I’m fine, thank you, Dmitri,” Oscar managed breathily.

      Dmitri ran a hand through his dark hair, tucking a few stray strands back behind his ear. He wasn’t much taller than Oscar, but something just seemed more solid about him. A plump bottom lip weighed down a perfect cupid’s bow, a nearly delicate nose, and a sharply angled jaw that seemed to have a permanent shadow of stubble. His intense stormy grey eyes fixed on Oscar from beneath thick dark brows in a way that made Oscar’s knees feel like jelly. 

      “Good, I’m glad. I didn’t mean to surprise you.” His lips quirked in a charming half-smile. 

      Too handsome, Oscar thought numbly. And the accent. His words curled like he was kissing them out of his mouth and they just wanted to go right back in. Oscar never felt quite so awkward as he did when he was speaking to this man. Not just because of what happened, but because standing beside him made Oscar all the more aware of his own flaws. The way he stood all gangly-limbed like one of those tufty haired Troll toys. His long arms and legs never quite seemed to get the memo of exactly what he wanted them to do, and he was so clumsy he usually had at least one good bruise on him at all times. That was why Zara had taken to calling him Booboo. He almost felt the urge to cover his face and hide his long, freckled nose and the small gap between his front teeth.

      Instead, Oscar laughed awkwardly, willing the pink he knew would be blossoming around his ears to subside. “It’s my fault, I was in a rush. Are you okay?”

      Dmitri crinkled his eyes like he was confused by the question and shook his head. “Of course, I’m fine.”

      Why did he always have to smell so good? Clean, like citrus, but with a deep and smoky note. Like charred cedarwood.

      Oscar tensed, realising that Dmitri’s hand was still on his shoulder, and was immediately conscious of every finger. He was suddenly sure they were burning through the thick fabric of his pale green uniform. He was still standing far too close; he could practically feel Dmitri’s breath on his face.

      Dmitri tilted his head curiously, eyes searching.

      Oscar’s stomach leapt, and he took a stumbling step away, almost tripping over his own feet again. “So, can I help?” he slurred, his tongue seemingly too large for his own mouth.

      For God’s sake.

      It was one date. 

      One coffee.

      They hadn’t even kissed, though Oscar had spent the whole hour watching Dmitri’s lips move as he spoke, wondering how they would feel against his own. It ended quite abruptly, a glance at a phone and an apology for the need to rush off.

      Then Dmitri never contacted him again. 

      Zara had been full of advice for that, as if she hadn’t been the one to encourage him to go on the date in the first place. She didn’t want to hear about how awkward Oscar felt now whenever the far too handsome doctor from the labs made an appearance on the ward. Why is someone so intelligent allowed to look like that anyway?

      “I’m here to see the new patient. To take photographs and swabs,” Dmitri said softly.

      “Oh, yes.” Colour flooded Oscar’s face. Now? Why?! Was every part of his body going to betray him? He needed to get away from here before blood started pouring from his nose, or his eyes popped out like a ridiculous cartoon character.

      “She’s in cubicle seven.” He waved emphatically back in the direction he came from.

      Dmitri gave a small smile and stepped past him.

      Oscar, feeling like his bones were now half dissolved, practically slithered to the storeroom door a few feet away. 

      “Do you need any help?” Dmitri asked. Oscar turned to see him still watching, brow slightly furrowed.

      “No,” Oscar replied far too quickly to be polite. “No, thank you,” he added with a nervous grin. Dmitri chuckled, raising a hand in a motionless wave, before rounding the corner.

      Oscar let the storeroom swallow him up, hoping that the ground might open up beneath him too if he wished hard enough. The door closed behind him, and he leaned back on it, feeling it cool against his back through his uniform. His heart rushed in his chest like it had somewhere to go and needed to get out. From the way his skin tingled, he was quite sure that if he took off his shirt now, he would see two handprints—one on his arm and one over his ribs.

      He let out a deep breath and dropped his head back against the door with a loud hollow thunk.
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        * * *

      

      It took a few moments more than it should have for Oscar to find the dressing packs in the cluttered storeroom. He checked them every day and should have been able to find them with his eyes closed. Still, the combination of Doctor Ocampo and Dmitri had undoubtedly caused some kind of short circuit in his brain. When he was nearly back to the room, he wondered if he’d been gone for much longer than he anticipated.

      Doctor Ocampo was coming out of the cubicle when he approached. Her pale skin had taken on a slightly mottled tone, and her eyes flashed with bubbling rage.

      “Sorry, Doctor Ocampo, I—” Oscar began.

      Doctor Ocampo reared back like a snake about to strike, an expression of alarm on her face. Or maybe surprise that he had the nerve to continue to exist. “What?” she spat, eyes flashing to the dressing pack in his hands. “Oh. Zara will see to that. I’ve had quite enough for one night.” She waved a lithe hand in dismissal and stalked past him with an angry clicking of heels. 

      Curious and confused, Oscar pushed into the cubicle, where Zara was fussing over Nina, who wriggled and whimpered on the bed. 

      “What happened?” Oscar looked around the room, feeling both relief and disappointment that Dmitri was not there.

      Zara shot him a significant look. “Labs came up to take a sample from the wound. Nina was frightened, and Doctor Ocampo got really mad and sent him away.”

      Oscar placed the dressing pack on the foot of the bed.

      “Wow.”

      He was glad that he managed to avoid that situation at least, but it was difficult to imagine someone lashing out at Dmitri. He was always so placid and amiable. But then, Doctor Ocampo did seem to have excess venom that needed to be drained regularly.

      Nina was coiling the blankets around her again, sobbing quietly. Sighing, Zara stepped back, looking at the shaking bundle with worried eyes. “Listen, can you stay with her, Os? I’ll go and get something to help her settle down.”

      “Okay.” Oscar bit his lip, realising he sounded more confident than he felt, and made his way back to the chair by her bed.

      The door banged shut behind Zara.

      Oscar sat, tensely watching the whimpering blankets, struggling to find the right words.

      She must be so scared. No one here to comfort her...I...what can I...

      “Hey there, blanket monster,” he said softly. “I thought you weren’t really a blanket monster at all?” The words sounded limp even to him.

      The bundle let out a little mewl.

      “I’m sorry you were scared,” Oscar said sadly. “The man that came...he just wanted to help you. He wanted to make sure whoever did this to you didn’t get away with it, and⁠—”

      A small cold hand darted out of the sheets and grabbed onto Oscar’s wrist, short nails digging in and making him gasp in surprise. The bundle of covers slid down, and Nina’s face appeared, large black eyes terrified and welling with tears.

      “That man. It was him.” Her small voice was strangled and full of woe.

      “What?”

       “That...that was the bad man.”
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      Oscar dropped his bag on the countertop with a thud. It vaguely occurred to him that it was precisely the spot that Paige always scolded him for putting it. He could almost hear her now. Why would you put your dirty bag where you prepare food, you absolute fuck-ninny? 

      Tired and stubborn, he left it where it was and moved across the small kitchenette to fill the steam kettle and set it on the grubby hob. He silently reminded himself he needed to get some housework done. It wasn’t that he was dirty exactly, but he had other things to worry about more important than cleaning.

      Right now, Oscar had four urgent matters on his action plan: Shower, tea, book, bed. That was his usual post-night-shift routine. But today, rather than jumping in the shower while the kettle heated, he dropped limply onto the large, squashy leather armchair. The leather was torn in more than one place, but the doughy padding was still thick enough that it threatened to swallow his tired body whole. He tilted his head back and closed his eyes, shutting out the pale morning sunshine that broke through the curtains. Shutting out the walls that he and Paige had gleefully painted a sunshine yellow a few years ago and the thick black-framed photographs scattered across them. Pictures of holidays he barely remembered with their parents. Pictures that were the only thing that kept their faces clear in his memory.

      The events of the night hung heavily on Oscar. He knew they would buzz angrily in his head at him until they tired themselves out. Paige often pointed out that it was the time Oscar spent worrying about things he couldn’t do anything about that meant he messed up the things that he did have control over. She was smart like that. Sharp in a way Oscar wasn’t.

      Oscar wasn’t really good at anything. He couldn’t really blame his gene pool for his lack of talents. By all accounts, his parents had been brilliant. An art historian and a botanist, both highly respected in their field, at least until...

      Oscar pushed those thoughts away. He tried not to think about them, but now he was finding it impossible. All because of the little girl.

      He started to wonder what Zara made of last night. He told her what the little girl said, of course, the first chance he got.

      It was him.

      Oscar’s eyes opened like he had been dunked in ice water. He could practically see the haunted anguish in Nina’s dark eyes. So full of innocence and fear. A chill ran up his spine, and he sat forward, rubbing his eyes.

      Zara said that the girl was probably hysterical and overtired. Talking nonsense in the final throes of exhaustion. She said that maybe the person who did it looked like Dmitri, and it really was a clue of some kind. Then she came back with a dose of diazepam that made Nina sleep for the rest of their shift. 

      Oscar hadn’t missed it. He knew Zara too well.

      He’d seen the thoughtful twist in the corner of her lips. The distant flicker of doubt in her eyes. The question, like a lingering ominous ghost of a thought. Impossible not to wonder.

      What if he did do it?

      The thought put a prickle between Oscar’s shoulder blades.

      It wasn’t like he knew Dmitri. It had only been one date and a couple of short, polite conversations before. Well, that, and a few awkward encounters after. It would never have worked out anyway. Oscar put him at his early thirties—only a few years older than he was himself, but something about Dmitri just seemed so...together. His eyes shone with knowledge that Oscar would never attain, his mouth always hinting a smile from a joke that Oscar could never understand. He was successful, smart...almost irritatingly handsome. He probably had a string of men sniffing after him. Probably even warming his bed on a rotation. Imagine if something had happened. Then things would have been really awkward. Oscar didn’t know if his nerves could have taken it.

      What if he did do it?

      The girl seemed so sure.

      Maybe Zara was right. The person who did it could have looked like Dmitri. Perhaps they too had pale knowing eyes and a sullen smile. Maybe the girl was on the edge of exhaustion and speaking nonsense. He remembered the look of terror on her face, the frightened quiver of her voice.

       That was the bad man.

      Oscar’s phone buzzed in his pocket, startling him out of thought. He pulled it out, blinking at the screen.

      
        
        
        We need to meet up later.

        ZARA

      

      

      

      He keyed in his response with clumsy thumbs.

      

      
        
        
        Why? What’s up?

        OSCAR

      

      

      

      Only a few seconds passed before her reply.

      
        
        
        I was talking to Marcus before he went to work. About what happened last night. Let’s meet up for coffee later?

        ZARA

      

      

      

      The knot of worry in Oscar’s chest throbbed. Of course, she’d told Marcus; they lived together after all. Marcus had dubbed their trio the ‘Three Lusty Queers’ though Oscar wasn’t sure he’d ever been qualified to be called ‘lusty.’

      Marcus was pretty much a genius, or as close to it as Oscar had ever known. He worked in the hospital’s IT department and excelled with minimal effort. His inquisitive mind and boundless energy were usually a huge asset, but it also tended to make him...overly suspicious. Oscar might go so far as to say paranoid. He would definitely make a huge deal out of this. Oscar’s phone buzzed again.

      
        
        
        Coffee this afternoon?

        ZARA

      

      

      

      He chewed his lip, thumbing ‘ok,’ before setting his phone back down and pulling off his shirt, the cold air licking at his lean, pale body as he tossed it on the back of his couch. A cursory sniff confirmed that there was no avoiding the shower this morning.

      He was halfway through tackling his jeans when the kettle started to whistle. He hopped over to the stove until his foot was free then tossed the jeans to join his shirt before switching off the hob. The best thing about Paige being away is definitely clothes being optional. He dropped his underwear, leaving it where he stepped out of it, and made his way toward the bathroom.

      A dark shape flashed at the edge of his vision, to the right, by his bedroom door. 

      Oscar’s heart jolted in his chest. His head snapped around, searching for the shadowy intruder.

      The bedroom door hung open. Bed unmade, and yesterday’s T-shirt and shorts that he’d slept in on the floor. Nothing unusual there.

      Heart fluttering in his chest, Oscar closed his eyes and took a slow, shaky breath. When he opened them, he walked steadily into his bedroom and looked around. Of course, there was nothing there.

      Well.

      Nothing but a pile of clothes, unknown in their cleanliness, and a few books scattered on his desk.

      It had just been a fleck.

      As a child, he’d seen three opticians, an ophthalmologist, and several other doctors before they decided that the shadows that he sometimes saw had more to do with him than his eyes. Visual hypersensitivity triggered by severe anxiety. That’s what they called it. His panic attacks didn’t present with many other symptoms, unless it was a particularly bad day, and the counselling never seemed to make much difference. His counsellor had encouraged him to name them, an exercise to control the fear she claimed. He came up with flecks. Innocent enough, almost like the floaters you saw when you blinked in the sunlight. He still was not sure how successful that had been. It got worse when he was stressed, and after last night with Ocampo and what the little girl said...well, he’d be lucky if he could get any sleep at all.

      He padded into the bathroom, trying to ignore the tight thrumming in his chest, and flicked on the light, twisting the shower and bringing it to life with a hiss. It would run cold for a good minute before it heated up enough to stand under. Plenty of time to nip back to the kitchen and pour the hot water into a cup with a teabag to let it stew. As he passed the coffee table, his phone buzzed again.

      
        
        
        We need to talk.

        PAIGE

      

      

      

      Oscar sighed. It may be better to leave that conversation until he got some rest. She was probably checking that he paid the electricity bill. I’d better actually remember to do that. Oscar was about to set his phone down when it buzzed once more in his hand.

      
        
        
        Marcus just looked at the duties for last night. Dmitri wasn’t scheduled to be at work.

        ZARA

      

      

      

      A chill ran up Oscar’s spine, and his skin broke out in goosebumps. Another fleck danced in the edge of his vision, closer this time, near the kitchen. Oscar flinched, eyes flashing around to see...nothing. Nothing. It’s always nothing.

      A wave of nausea rolled over him, and he put down his phone with a heavy thud. Dmitri wasn’t even supposed to be there? Maybe he had been covering for someone. Maybe the roster was wrong…maybe...

      Maybe he did it.

      Oscar’s stomach twisted at the thought.

      He checked that the door was locked four times before he got into the shower.
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