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Prologue
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The alleyway behind the old strip mall had always been a mess, but was exceptionally filthy now that the businesses were abandoned and the apartments flanking the opposite side of said alley were just as rundown as ever. Trevor used the alley as a short cut to get home after band practice. He carried a B.C. Rich Warlock guitar in a nice solid shell case. The guitar was his pride and joy. He wouldn’t let anything happen to it.

Trevor hated the alleyway behind the old Ralphs strip mall, even before everything went to shit. It smelled of piss and beer, was littered with glass and random detritus, and there always seemed to be homeless men asleep on old mattresses from the roach motel apartments or leaning against a wall sharing a crack pipe.

If it wasn’t for saving a good twenty minutes walk, Trevor wouldn’t step foot in this particular alley. But he figured let one of the bums fuck with him. He’d kick all their asses. Especially how he felt right about now, high off a good band practice.

“Hey!” came a voice off to his right.

Trevor knew better than to look. The Cardinal rule when dealing with tweakers or bums was to never look them in the eye. That was as good as an invitation. But, in this case, the voice was so off. It was kind of gritty, almost evil sounding. Kind of like the heavy metal music he played with his friends up on First Avenue. Trevor pivoted his head to the right, figuring he’d get just a glance at the guy.

“Come here.” The guy crouched within a pile of discarded boxes and the remnants of a couch that had been lit on fire at some point. He was hidden in shadow, eyes blazing.

Trevor shrugged him off and kept walking. Rule number two when dealing with those types was to ignore them. Act like they weren’t even there.

But that didn’t always work.

The man’s voice came again. “Hey, I got something for you. Don’t fuckin’ walk away from me like that.”

Trevor turned, prepared to dismiss the man again, but the guy was right behind him, which startled Trevor, nearly causing him to drop his guitar case.

“I got something here for you,” the man said. “Some good stuff. You gotta try it.”

Shaking his head, Trevor said, “I don’t do that shit, man.”

Gritting his teeth, the man reached out and grabbed Trevor by the back of his throat. Trevor yelped and swung around. With the clunky guitar case held in one hand, he didn’t have enough torque on it to give a good swing. The guitar case hit the man’s legs, and he kicked it, which caused Trevor to drop it.

“Hey!” Trevor yelled, “What the fuck, man? Let go of me!”

That’s when Trevor saw what he was dealing with. The man’s face was twisted up in shreds of melting skin like he’d been bathing in caustic acid. He smiled like a corpse, all rotting teeth, where he still had them, and the breath emanating from that foul maw was like he ate dead rats for breakfast.

“Fuck your guitar,” the man said, his filthy hand still gripped tight around Trevor’s throat. With his other hand he pulled out a rather large bag of dope from the pocket of severely stained pants. “You won’t need the guitar after you try this shit. You won’t need anything.”

Somehow the man grinned, which caused him to appear even more menacing. His eyes weren’t quite centered.

“I told you,” Trevor said as she squirmed to get out of the guy’s grip, “I don’t do that shit!”

The man’s eyes deepened. “Well, you better start, you little fuck. Soon enough everybody’s gonna be doing this new shit.”

That’s when several other tweakers came out of nowhere. Something about them was off, but Trevor didn’t get a good look at them before everything went sideways.

“Leave me the fuck alone,” Trevor said.

The hand squeezing Trevor’s throat let go and he turned to run, but before he could take a step, a foot was trust in his way, causing him to trip and fall on his face. Hands grabbed at his legs, holding him tight, and then another set of hands wrapped around his head from above, cradling his cranium with the fingertips grazing his lower jaw. Trevor flailed, but there were too many of them. The ragged fingernails pinched the soft flesh beneath his jaw, pushing until the skin gave purchase. Trevor screamed, and that’s when the tweaker gripping his head pulled. The others held tight to his legs and abdomen. Trevor’s screams were loud and shrieking, more so than his vocals only a half hour ago during band practice. Vertebrae cracked, his screams hit a new level of agony as the realization sunk in that he was indeed dying, and then another sickening sound erupted as the tweaker pulling his head managed to break Trevor’s spine and extract the head in a torrent of blood and dangling arteries and veins.

The captor of the head ran through the alleyway with his prize. Another pulled out the B.C. Rich guitar and started strumming the strings while the others played with the rest of the corpse.

.
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The decision to go AWOL from the police academy wasn’t hard for Amber to make, not after the devastating call from her mother. It was a tear-filled conversation, on Mom’s part, explaining that Amber’s sister Erin had been missing for days and the El Cajon Police Department were doing little to find her, being that there was no evidence she’d been abducted and the fact crime rates skyrocketed in record time. As far as the law was concerned, teenaged girls often ran away from home, more than likely returning when they needed money or realized they made a big mistake.

“You’re kidding. They’re not doing anything?”

After a sob, her mother said, “They took a report, but... ah, they said this sort of thing happens all the time. Amber, I think she’s been using drugs.”

“What? You serious?”

“She got really skinny. And distant, kind of like...”

“Yeah, I know,” Amber answered quickly. Neither she nor her mother wanted to revisit those awful years. She certainly hoped that Erin wasn’t following in her footsteps.

“I looked through her room and found a little box with some things in it that I think have to do with drugs, but I... I don’t know anything about this stuff. I never did any of that drug stuff. I tried raising you girls the best I could, what with working and... your father not around.”

Amber closed her eyes tight, fighting back tears. “You did a great job, Mom. Don’t be so hard on yourself. There are all kinds of bad influences kids must deal with. People at school, crap they see on TV, social media.”

An exasperated sigh breathed through the phone.

“Look, Mom, I’ll see what I can do. I don’t have connections or anything, but maybe I can track her on social media. She lives on that stuff.”

“Used to. I don’t get all that Tumbler and Insta-whatever, but I checked her Facebook and don’t see much going on there. It’s like she just... disappeared.”

“No one uses Facebook anymore, Mom. She probably made up a dummy account for your eyes only. Come on, get real. If Erin wants to cavort around online, she’ll find a way. Maybe I can outsmart her. It would probably help find her. Besides, the cops might be right. Even if she’s doing drugs, she’s probably just staying at a friend’s house.”

Her mother went into a fresh fit of crying. It took Amber a good ten minutes to calm her before she could hang up the phone. She knew Erin had dabbled with drugs. She tried to warn her younger sister about the pitfalls of addiction, but Erin was strong-willed. At least that was a nice way to explain her rebellious attitude towards just about everything. She was a bit of a punk rock girl, but Amber knew rebellion was her sister’s way of making up for the things they lacked growing up. Erin was a sweet girl under the rough façade, but most people didn’t know that. She kept a lot hidden.

By morning, Amber had her bags packed. The academy was scheduled to take a break in a week, but there was no time to waste. Her mother’s heart was broken, Amber could hear it over the phone. She knew too well that once someone was using, the choice to overcome addiction had to be one they made themselves. But it wouldn’t stop Amber from doing everything she could to guide her sister in the right direction and get her the help she needed. 

Besides, maybe things aren’t that bad yet. If I get to her soon enough, maybe I can bring her around.

Amber should have known better, but she left the training facility and took a greyhound bus back to El Cajon, California.
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Chapter 2
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The house on Second Street looked like a goddamned junkie oasis. There were at least ten cars taking up residence in the front yard, overflowing from the driveway and sprinkling the dead grass like giant rusted carcasses, leaking blood-oil and scrapped parts. The house’s windows were closed all the time, sunlight blotted out by heavy mismatched curtains. Some of the windows were boarded where glass had been broken when some sorry sack tried to break in. Some of them had large wood dowels pushed in diagonally so those particular windows couldn’t be raised, which was overkill considering they were all screwed and nailed to the frames anyway. Garbage was piled on either side of the house in heaping, rat-infested hills; the foul depths of which buried many a secret. The place stood out in an aging neighborhood, hidden behind a wall of refuse and clutter, and yet people ignored their worst thoughts while passing by.

Kyle “Pizzo” Gaferty stood outside the front door. He took a deep breath before knocking. He’d been to other such places on many occasions, but it was always tense walking into one of the Queen’s houses for something other than merely getting high.

A tiny, hinged lookout made of brass was embedded in the door. Opening, a grimy, squinted eye peered out. “Pizzo?”

“Yeah, man, it’s me. Let me in.”

“You got an appointment?”

“Yeah. Picking up some shit.”

“Got money?”

“Just fucking’ let me in, ‘kay.”

“You better have money or it’s your ass. No one gonna bail you out in here, man.”

“I’m cool, just let me in.”

Pizzo’s head darted around as if someone was following him, eyes scanning through the decrepit cars, toward the street. People drove by fast, many of the locals too used to seeing the trashed house to pay much attention to it anymore. It was an eyesore, better forgotten than be concerned about.

The deadbolt clicked, followed by no less than five other locks, and then the door opened. Pizzo slipped into the dank domain, immediately sickened and thrilled by the mélange of odors, foul and temptation: weed, whiskey, meth, grime, piss, spray paint. A television droned in a corner, fighting for audible dominance with a team of dust-caked ceiling fans and a boisterous conversation between several tweakers passing a glass pipe. They all eyed Pizzo, some with disdain, others out of curiosity. They were awful specimens. The kind of guys Pizzo told himself he would never become, only they looked worse for wear than the usual speed freaks he rubbed shoulders with.

The sneaky bastard who let Pizzo into the house wandered off down a hallway before Pizzo got a good look at him. It was hard to remember faces when they were all so strung out and the only time Pizzo saw these people was when he was high.

“Pizzo?” said one of the guys passing the pipe.

Pizzo didn’t recognize the guy. “Yeah?”

The guy beamed, showing off a horrid case of meth mouth like he’d been gnawing on a handful of drywall screws. His nose was worn away, looking like the aftermath of melanoma. His skull gleamed though a thin layer of threadbare flesh stretched tight over his face. The hair was thin and sweaty and appeared to have been pulled out in clumps, leaving random bald spots dotted with scabs. Pizzo might have thought he had cancer and was going through chemo had the others not been in the same wasted state.

“It’s Randy,” the guy said.

Pizzo squinted his eyes. He whispered the man’s name, scanning the cobwebbed banks of his mind to place the face.

The man spoke like he had marbles in his mouth. “Shit, man, Randy from Jimco Painting.”

Pizzo contemplated. “Randy? That you? No shit.”

Randy bobbed his head and looked like a sad jack o lantern. One of his cracked-out cronies passed the pipe.

“Hey!” came a voice from beyond a pair of French doors separating the living room from the family room. The man who stood there was a fucking monster. “You Pizzo?”

Pizzo nodded.

“C’mere.”

Pizzo glanced at Randy, who was well-absorbed in the act of swirling a flame beneath the bowl of the pipe and decided against some kind of half-assed goodbye. He couldn’t believe what Randy had turned into. They worked together only six months ago, both full-on speed freaks, and now this.

Pizzo approached the French doors. The edges where hands frequented to open and close them were black with grime and two of the panes were busted, repaired with duct tape and cardboard. The man at the doors was like Randy only worse for wear. His head was bald and malformed, lumpy like someone went to town with a baseball bat and the dude somehow came out of it alive. His eyes were off-centered, and his nose was completely gone, leaving gaping hollows dribbling bloody snot over his upper lip like sap from a scarred maple tree.

The man stared at Pizzo and nodded knowingly. “So, you’re the one who’s gonna introduce this stuff to the world?” His voice came out quick like a hummingbird in flight.

“It’s already on the streets, man. At least, people are talking about it.”

The man chuckled; a snort whistled out of the holes where his nose should have been. “Hard to keep this kind of secret. Goddamned tweakers want to tell everyone about the good shit they’ve been doing.”

You’re one to talk, Pizzo thought, as if he were one to talk considering his nickname and reputation.

A woman emerged from a door with an eight-ball spray-painted on it. Above the eight ball it said NO DRAMA ROOM. Had Pizzo not seen it, he wouldn’t have believed it, but she was in worse shape than the man standing before him. Her face wasn’t just destroyed and degenerated, but malformed, as if she had gone through some kind of lycanthropic transformation coming to a stop midrange. Her mouth extended like a snout, all red and sore-looking, like maybe she scratched it too much. She approached the man Pizzo was speaking to and presented him with a small box. The man grabbed the box and the woman retreated into the room without a word.

No fucking drama.

The man set the box on a greasy-looking couch, then removed the lid. Inside was a huge bag of crystalline shards. It almost looked like a pile of broken frosted glass or thin sheets of ice chipped off a block.

“Here it is. We’ve got this shit going out all over town. Sell it just like regular speed, but remember, this stuff ain’t normal. This shit’ll fuck you up.” He sniffed again, as if trying to gather up the snot running down his face. “Has a punch that really gets you in the gonads, bro. This stuff’ll change the way junk-heads look at ice.” The man’s smile was psychotic at best. Frightening, really.

Pizzo nodded, silently admiring the huge bag of ice he was going to be leaving this tweaker pad with. The man opened the bag, pulling out a shard. He pushed around some debris then set the bag on the glass top of an end table. Using a razor blade, he crunched the meth then chopped it into a couple of powdery lines of fine, broken glass. The guy produced a small cut of straw out of nowhere and held it out to Pizzo. Knowing this was a test and considering Pizzo had never been to this house before, much less met this corroded junkie, he took the straw and sucked both lines up his nostrils with little hesitation.

The man lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, and coughed. Smoke spewed out of his nostril holes like broken windows on a burning house. He used his thumb and forefinger to seal the Ziploc plastic bag. “So, Dr. Scabs is trying something new. He wants you to sell this stuff and come back with the money.” He took a drag.

“You don’t come back with the money, someone will find you and rip your tongue out through your throat,” he said with smoke in his lungs, all casual like. “I think they call that a Columbian Necktie, or something.”

Pizzo nodded. His body rushed, feeling like he was in a fighter plane without the dome window, heading straight down for a Kamikaze landing. His sinuses throbbed and his teeth felt like Chicklets, and he couldn’t feel much of his face anymore.

Smoke piled out of the man’s nostrils. “Good shit, ain’t it? Really grabs you by the short hairs and pulls, don’t it?”

Pizzo felt a familiar sensation as if he could run around the room like the Flash and then suddenly his consciousness slammed back into his body, pulling him into to reality. “Yeah,” he said lamely, heartbeat thrumming. He hadn’t felt sensations quite like this since he’d first tried speed, and even then, it was watered down compared to how high he was at the moment.

The man extended the hefty bag of dope. “Take it. I expect you back by the end of the week. You come to me with the money. You can’t find me, ask for Leche.”

“How much do you expect?” Pizzo swallowed, but his mouth was too dry. He could barely speak. “What’s this shit worth?”

“As long as you sell more than you pinch, we’re good. Don’t worry about a solid number. I’ll know how well you did when I count the cash, got it?”

Pizzo didn’t like the sound of that, but he grabbed the bag anyway, placing it into the backpack he slung over his shoulder when he walked in. “Really, man, how much money are you looking for? I don’t want to come back here all short ‘n’ shit.”

“You worry too much, bro. Get the fuck outta here and push the shit. That’s what Scabs wants. He wants this stuff to be the new face of the addict. Meth that’s stronger than meth, stuff so powerful crack cowers in its shadow. But I expect some money, and I’ll be able to tell if you’re dipping into the bag too much. Now fucking go. I’m already sick of looking at you.”

Leche turned his back on Pizzo and walked away, slipping into the NO DRAMA ROOM where the malformed girl had gone. After a moment to catch his runaway brain, Pizzo left the house without so much as looking at the lounging tweakers, whores, and junkies with bad skin and even worse teeth.

Outside, he felt like he was in a whole new world. This new shit was far stronger than anything he’d ever put up his nose before. The stroll down the front walkway to his car seemed like an eternity. He saw things in the shadows, but every time he tried to focus on them, they fled. That was the kind of shit longtime addicts saw.
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The drive back to El Cajon from the central valley was spent on autopilot. The possibilities were very real that Amber’s sister was nose deep in dangerous drugs. It was too easy to succumb to the pitfalls of drug abuse, especially in a town like El Cajon. There were bad influences everywhere, and there was no way for their mother to restrict Erin from hanging out with the kinds of kids who came from desperate or plain out negligent families, the types who grew up around dope and dabbled in pot when the kids with responsible parents were still thrilled with Saturday morning cartoons.

The other concern plaguing Amber’s mind was whether she should make contact with her mother. How would her mother react? Amber worried she was taking a fool’s chance even coming back like she could save Erin from her own damn mistakes. Things didn’t always work out that way, and if the poor girl was addicted, she would resent Amber for intruding. One thing Amber learned going through NA and AA programs was that the addict wouldn’t change until the addict was damn well ready. To force someone often made things worse.

And even with this knowledge, Amber went AWOL and rushed back to a town that would eat you up if you didn’t watch out.

The decision to stay at a motel solidified as the car glided into the parking lot of a place Amber once knew in a life that seemed to have been lived in someone else’s body. A past she tried to forget, but was forced to think about a lot during the trip back home.

The motel was a good thirty years outdated with deep cracks in the stucco and a giant sign in funky seventies font that read: Midtown Motel, though it was on east Main, which was a sort of skid row lined with similar two-story motels frequented by prostitution, drugs, lowlifes, and families fallen on hard times. People didn’t stay in these places because they were passing through. If you stayed a day, you were getting high or turning a trick, otherwise you paid by the week. For many, a place like the Midtown Motel was a last stand before ending up on the streets.

The lobby smelled faintly of incense and grimy carpets that were steamed too many times rather than replaced. The clerk, a stick bug of a man with a drawn face and black beard with hints of gray, stood behind the desk, focused on his phone. If those eyes ever showed even a modicum of joy, that was stifled long ago, probably due to watching the daily refuse coming and going, forgetting decent people existed somewhere in this cruel world.

The clerk didn’t say anything as Amber approached the counter. He put his phone down and stared at her as if he could communicate telepathically through sad eyes. Perhaps he remembered her. She was in much better health these days, had more meat on her bones and fewer lines on her face. He was judging her, that was for sure. This wasn’t the kind of place for hellos and how are yous.

“I need a room,” Amber said. “For a week, maybe longer.”

“Cash or credit?”

“Credit.”

The man pulled out a dinosaur of a credit machine and slammed it on the scuffed counter. “You’ll have to pay in advance.”

Amber nodded.

“There’s also a deposit, refundable when you return your keys.”

“A deposit? What for?”

The desk clerk was writing up a receipt. His eyes rolled up to look at Amber. “You serious? Everyone asks for a deposit in El Cajon. You got to. People come in here and think they can live like animals and there’s no recourse. Well, there is. If I gotta paint or repair carpet damage or replace a mattress, whatever, I keep the deposit. I don’t make shit on the deposit, by the way. It’s collateral. And most the time it doesn’t cover the damage anyway. You want a room; you pay the deposit.”

Amber shrugged. “Makes sense.”

The clerk ran her card by slamming a lever on the antiquated hunk of metal, which made a carbon copy image of her credit card. It wasn’t lost on her that this would be a ridiculously easy way for this guy to steal her identification, or at least make some grandiose purchases from the catalogues piled on the corner of the front desk.

“One key, right?” he asked.

Amber nodded. “Just me.”

His eyes studied her a little closer. “Look, I don’t turn business away, but you don’t look like my average customer. You watch yourself.” He turned and scanned an array of keys hanging on a board behind him. Amber couldn’t remember the last time she stayed in a place that didn’t use key cards. He produced a single oversized key. “You’re in room 204, right side of the building, just up the stairs. Make sure you put the DO NOT DISTURB sign on your door unless you want the place cleaned. I have a lady, comes by everyday, but most folks like their privacy around here.” He paused, his body sort of slumping. “My cleaning lady hasn’t been coming by as much either.” He leveled his eyes at Amber. “Things are getting so bad out there. You be careful, hear me.”

Amber nodded. “I’ll be fine, thanks.”

He handed over the key, a receipt, and a small diagram of the building with room 204 circled.

Main Street was unassuming to the average El Cajonian driving by on their way to the supermarket or freeway. Everyone knew undesirables ruled the streets on bicycles and feet, and they all knew what went on in the motels, but over time everything blended into the background. The homeless were assumed deadbeats, drug addicts and losers, and the tweakers were just that: tweakers. Easy to gawk at from the confines of an air-conditioned car with the doors locked. Street level scum were as normal as the tides or a trip to the zoo.

Amber knew this world better than the people driving by. If they happened to see her walking from her car to the motel, would they assume she was scoring dope? No, they wouldn’t even stop to consider what she was doing. They just drove on by. Being on street level like this made her invisible to the masses. Only the police would bat an eye, and even they wouldn’t linger too long in their assumptions, not unless she was exhibiting odd behavior. Even then the cops often turned the other cheek. There were too many freaks to bother with the crazies, small-time pushers and users. Too much paperwork involved.

After retrieving her bag from the car, Amber headed across the faded asphalt parking lot to the staircase flanking the right side of the motel. She had only been in the academy for two months, and yet she found herself thinking as an officer. It would take hours on the job to really get the feel for police work, but she was already perceiving her surroundings differently. The weeds grew from cracks in the pavement, the overfilled dumpster nestled into a small fenced area with asphalt darkened by putrid juice, leaking from so much waste and drunkard urine, the old beater cars filling so few spaces in the parking lot, causing hers to look out of place, blinds flickering ever so slightly, as if someone were peeking through, or maybe paranoid out of their heads.

The unit below Amber’s was the only one with an open door, a fan propped to pull out some of the hot air. Their AC unit must have been broken. As Amber passed by she glanced up, catching a set of eyes that had been watching her the entire time. Her glance was nothing more than that, nothing to cause suspicion, however what she saw brought forth a scream which she caught in her throat. The academy prepares officers-in-training for so much, but no one is ever ready for something like this.
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