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            FUGU TIME

          

        

      

    

    
      They always look at me funny. Whenever I roll my cart down the aisles shelving books, readjusting my glasses over my nose, or even just typing on the computer, boys look at me weird. Somehow they know I don’t quite fit in. I know. I don’t. But you know, to monsters, it’s the normal people that are the weirdos.

      There’s one now. Look at him. He’s just leaning against a wall with his sweaty armpit over the nose of a poor blonde in a cute sky-blue university sweater who’s trying to study. She doesn’t look like the type that normally studies—neither does the jock—but this is dead week, when students actually have to. She’s trying to humor him by looking up and smiling, but I know she really wants him to leave her alone.

      Don’t look at him. Forget about him.

      I shake my head and shelve a heavy textbook.

      I’m in the main hall of Sunland University’s library. It’s a grand retro-nineteenth-century hall with loads of walnut columns and bookshelves and a vaulted dome ceiling. On one side is a waterfall. Yeah, an actual waterfall. And they have plants surrounding it, which I love because with the lighting and foliage, it makes me feel I’m outdoors and it’s daytime. I like to read here late at night when I finish work early. On the other side of the hall is a bunch of offices behind windowed walls. Everything’s lit by modern-looking chandeliers.

      Shit, there’s another creep bugging the girl. This ape won’t stop fucking slapping her shoulder. I always perk up when guys act like this. I was violated in Sarpedon eons ago, you know. Even a little playing around is not okay.

      Hey, don’t look at me. Don’t do that!

      What a bunch of assholes.

      Calm down, Gorgi.

      Well… Don’t fucking look at me!

      He turns. Then he leans over and whispers something to her. I move my wigglies back from my ear to snoop.

      “Come on. You want the stuff or not?”

      “Give it to me or just leave me alone, Carl.”

      The guy standing over her looks right at me.

      Keep your eyes off me!

      My gaze is deadly, you know. It’s like Fugu. Do you know what Fugu is? Fugu in Japanese translates to “fortune.” It’s the puffer fish. The puffer fish is a delicacy that tastes wonderful but, if not prepared just right, the poison doesn’t give you good fortune. I’ve tried Fugu. It’s not that great, even when prepared right. I’ve had it prepared wrong too. (It tastes the same, by the way.) Anyway, my eyes are like Fugu. They lure you in, entice you, but if you enjoy too much…bye, bye. Hey, what a coincidence—I’m shelving a book on Japanese cuisine.

      “Excuse me?” Someone is tapping on my shoulder.

      I whirl around. Being an A+ apex predator, it’s rare that someone sneaks up on me, but I was distracted by the jerks.

      “Can you help me with my book search?” he asks.

      It’s this tall guy with wavy golden hair thrown to the side. His face is a little sunburnt. He’s wearing a button-down and baggy pants. He’s got broad shoulders and strong arms. He’s grinning. And he’s cut and he’s, uh, hmm, hot.

      Oops. He opens his eyes wide. Did he see my cursed eyes? No, he’s looking over at those two assholes laughing at the girl.

      “I—” He coughs. “I figured you work here?”

      “I do,” I say, looking down at the floor.

      “Can you help me? I’m in this Western Civ class, and the professor’s asking for us to check out a book. I think she thinks it’s like an inside joke. I mean, who checks out books at a library anymore when there’s the web? No one. It’s kinda stupid.”

      “There’s lots of stuff in books you can’t find online.”

      “Oh,” he says, looking flustered. “Of course, a librarian would say that.” He stops talking. I think it’s because I’m staring at the ground.

      Yep, he leans down to look into my eyes. I turn away.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I nod. But I don’t look at him. I want to. I really do. I already caught a glimpse of his strong jawline, five o’clock shadow, perfect teeth, and kind smile.

      “I was just saying we could google it,” he continues, rubbing his neck. “But the professor wants us to use the library. I’ve seen you working here before. You’re one of the librarians. Right?”

      “Yes.”

      He smiles again. He has such a cute smile. It’s telling me he’s not really here to search for books, you know.

      Shit, did he catch a glimpse of my Fugu? Is that it? I wear these thick spectacles with special lenses to hide my golden gems, but they’re not perfect. If a guy gazes straight into my eyes, it’s Fugu time. Particularly if my gold gems turn green. Sometimes somebody catches a glimpse from the side. Many years ago, I went to an optician to fit me with trick glasses that would be clear for me but blurry straight on for wandering eyes. I’ve tried lots of ways to hide my cursed eyes. Opaque shades work too, but Charlie, he’s my boss, wouldn’t take kindly to his librarians wearing sunglasses at work.

      “Can you help me?” Oh yeah, the blond guy’s still talking to me.

      He follows me down three steps into another part of the library I love, with the gorgeous fountain I was talking about. The fountain has lovely trickling water. It’s made of white stone and, I mean, it’s not the Trevi Fountain, more of a tacky bozzetto, but I absolutely adore it. It was here decades ago when I applied for the job. I think it’s what sold me. And tables circle the fountain, with computers where you can search for stuff. Students also sit on the three steps, but they’re nearly always empty when I work here at night.

      I sit down in front of a large antique monitor.

      “What would you like to search for?” My eyes are focused on the screen.

      His sunburnt hand is beside mine. Mine, peeping out from my ugly thick furry brown sweater, hovering over the keyboard, is tanned, always the same olive color, sun exposure or not. I don’t burn—or, when I do, it just goes back to the same color. He has strong hands. Cute, nicely groomed strong man hands.

      “Genghis Khan,” he says, leaning over my shoulder.

      “Genghis Khan,” I say, typing fast. “This is similar to a google search. It’s easy. You just type your word. You get the location here and the ISBN. Get it?”

      “What’s an ISBN?”

      “It’s an identifier. All books have them.”

      I feel tingles sitting near him. And I hear his heart jump a little. And his scent, his essence is... like …

      “Excuse me for not knowing what an ISBN is,” he quips.

      “Well…” I brush my bangs from my eyes with a smile. “Once you find the location, you can look for it by subject. We use the Library of Congress classification system here, not the Dewey Decimal. See, this shows a map of our library and where each category of books is shelved. And here’s a call number for a book. Easy, right?”

      “Easy for you.”

      He is staring at my profile. I turn a little so he doesn’t see my eyes.

      “You really like this stuff, don’t you?” he asks.

      “I love books.”

      “Come on!” snaps one of the meatheads in a forced whisper. I had totally forgotten about them. “Hand it over or forget the whole thing.”

      “Just leave her alone, Carl.”

      “Let me go. Here’s the money.”

      Let me go?!

      I look up. I can’t see anything past the fountain, but I can smell them. With my nose, I sense a hand yanking his prey’s arm. My wigglies fight to break out from their cage in my hair. I press down on my bun. Then I glance back at the boy beside me. He’s none the wiser, but he’s squinting at me.

      “Genghis Khan?” he asks, raising his brow.

      “Oh.” I start typing fast again. “Here’s a directory of over twenty books on the subject. Just go to the third floor and find this section.” I tap the screen. “I’ll print out a list of call numbers for your report.”

      I quickly get up, looking toward the commotion.

      “Can you show me the location upstairs?”

      “What?” I ask, turning back to him with a laugh. “It’s easy.”

      “Easy for you.”

      “Let me go! Where are you taking me!”

      That fucker is tugging her arm! Can you believe this? That fucking dick is pulling her! I sense the whole building like a green schemata in my mind. And the angrier I get the clearer the image becomes.

      I’ve had enough. I rush up the steps from the fountain back up to the main hall.

      “Oh…well, thanks,” blurts the student.

      “Let me go, Carl!”

      Let me go?!

      I hear the struggle through the walls. They’ve left the main hall. No one else has any idea this commotion is going on. The struggle isn’t loud; it’s more like forced whispers. But the girl’s panic rings in my ears.

      When I was in Sarpedon, I was tricked by the slick, sugary tongue of Poseidon. And the horror began when the god grabbed my wrist.  It’s been thousands of years, but as the girl is dragged, I feel her pain as if he’s dragging me by the arm.

      I need to calm down. I can’t change in front of these kids.

      But he touched her. He’s forcing her!

      My hair is aching to escape its hair tie. My incisors are digging into my lower lip. I grasp my hands tightly, trying to distract myself, telling myself not to change—not to do that in front of all these students. But I want to hurt him.

      I hear a body being thrown against a wall. It’s a faint sound. My eyes are burning like green flashlights through my spectacles. Bright emerald. I shade my eyes as I break out into a run.

      I hear a shirt tear. And she cries out as he twists her arm again.

      Oh, you going to do that? Huh? Okay, you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to dislocate your wrist, pull your hand from its socket, and stuff it down your motherfucking throat!

      I rush down a hallway that connects the library to a nearby lecture building. A girl by the library exit, who’s standing by a table reading, stares up at me as I sprint past her. Her human ears probably don’t hear the struggle.

      Everything turns dark and empty as I enter the corridor into the lecture hall. I follow their scent into another hallway. Then one more turn. And then…

      I throw open the door to a boy’s bathroom. It’s empty. But there’s movement in one of the stalls. I rush over and pull at the stall door. It’s locked. I easily break the metal door open.

      The asshole has the girl bent over facing the toilet. He doesn’t even stop groping her—he’s locked in predatory mode. Her shirt is torn, revealing bare breasts, and he’s dropped his pants. He looks over his shoulder. Actually, they both do.

      What a sight I must be. I’m not covering my green eyes anymore. Their bodies are illuminated in green light.

      “Go,” I say to the girl. “Get out of here.”

      The girl nods, clutching her torn shirt over her chest. She runs past me to the exit in tears. I turn to the creep. He’s such a pompous ass that he faces me, still bathed in green light, with his cock wagging.

      I’m feeling pain in my wrist. Is it my ancient memory of Greece? Or is it my empathy for the girl?

      She’s gone. It’s over. Just let him go.

      Uh… Nuh-uh.

      I smile lasciviously at the boy. I remove my ugly brown sweater. I take off my shirt and bra and lay them gently by the sink. I take my time getting naked in front of him. Let him relish my poison. He’s frozen after seeing my eyes.

      “Is this what you wanted?” I ask. I slowly back away. “A nude girl?”

      He gazes at my body with wide eyes. He doesn’t seem to care that I look like a demon from hell right now, with fangs, sharp fingernails, and green, glowing eyes. He wants a taste of my body. A taste of my delicious Fugu. And, boy, is he gonna get it.

      His body, though frozen, trembles.

      “Who are you?” he asks, struggling to move his mouth. “The librarian?”

      “I’m the devil.”

      I walk up to his ear and lick it. Then I brush my palm along his bushy beard and brush my tits against his side. “You want to sin? Sin with me. I’m not innocent. I can show you a good time.”

      “Sure,” he purrs.

      I run my hand along his shirt. His hands are weak, so I help him lift it. Then my hand runs over the bulges of his huge pecs. I pull the pants, still bunched around his ankles, away from his feet. Now he’s naked and dirty, just like the filthy motherfucker he is.

      But I freeze for a moment. I clutch my head in my hand… What am I doing? The girl’s gone. She’s safe. I can just stop. Right?

      NO! He was bending her over like a dog! You gonna let a man do that? After all that’s happened to you?

      I run my lips along his. Then I slowly wrap my fingers around his wrist. I twist. I could yank his hand right off with one more turn. Oh, it’d be so easy.

      Cut it off and stuff it down his motherfucking throat!

      No. I… I can’t do that.

      He winces and writhes as I twist. Then he shrieks. His body jerks to nurse his injured hand, but he can barely move.

      “Why’d you do that?” he asks.

      I giggle.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Medusa.”

      My tongue comes out, forked like a snake’s tongue, at the utterance of my ancient name. It licks his cheek and ear. But my long serpent tongue doesn’t bother him the slightest bit. I reach back with my free hand, as I continue to stroke his cheek with the other, and finally free the bun from my head.

      Oh, what a relief! As the bun unfolds, my black hair falls, freeing my friends, and the snakes thicken, slithering and slinking over my face. I take a deep breath as my beasties are let loose. Some of the black snakes run along his face. A couple even loop around his neck. I could choke and suffocate him. I’ve done it before. He’s already too far gone to resist.

      I should just snap his neck and be done with him.

      No. Tease him. Make sure he’s just conscious enough to feel the pain he brought her.

      “You naughty, naughty boy,” I whisper in his ear. I run my forked tongue along his ear. “How could you do that to an innocent girl?”

      “Oh, she’s not innocent,” he says with a chuckle. My forked tongue enters his mouth and wraps around his tongue. I could constrict it and remove it.

      Don’t. Not yet. Play with him first.

      I pull back from his lips, but it takes all my will to not pull out a chunk of his face.

      “She was cheating on me,” he says.

      “Cheating on you? A virile young man? I don’t believe it. So you were going to force a fuck?” At the word fuck his body shakes. “Because she deserved it?”

      He chuckles nervously.

      “Did she force the other boy to have sex too?”

      “They met at a hazing,” he says. His head is immobile. Only his mouth moves. “My friend met up with her after to study.” I run my hand along his thick beard again. I hear his heart beating like crazy. “Next thing I knew I saw them screwing on my bed. So what I did was I planned this whole deal. I wanted to teach her a lesson and show her who her true boyfriend really is. My way. I figured the bathroom was private.” He looks at my eyes, but I don’t meet his gaze. There’s enough green from my eyes in the room to entrance him. A little more and he wouldn’t be able to move his mouth and finish his stupid excuse. “I guess… not so private.”

      “Touch my hair,” I say. “Go on.”

      He lifts a shaky hand and runs his fingers along my hair. My vipers coil around them. Perhaps this would be enough? I can sever his fingers and leave him with a maimed hand? That would teach him a lesson, wouldn’t it?

      No. Kill him! Kill him!

      “Well, you told me your story, my boy, why don’t you let me tell you mine?” I cuddle his head on my breasts. “I’m going to give you quite a whopper.”

      “It was three thousand years ago. I worked in the temple of Athena. I was a priestess. Every day I toiled hard maintaining the goddess’s great temple. I was a model priestess. Of course, I was a virgin. All those who worked the great temple of Athena were virgins. God forbid we were ever fucked…” His body shakes again. “Or defiled by horny boys.”

      I guide his hand along my side, and his fingers somehow manage to twitch along the crack of my ass. It makes me almost furious enough to finish him.

      “I’m not done,” I say, moving his hand from my butt. “Listen. One day, as I was out to gather water from the well, I was surprised by a voice. It was a stranger flattering me over my beauty. I had always known I was pretty. In fact, many think I am the most beautiful woman in the world. In fact, it was my beauty that drew so many other virgins to the temple. That was good for business, but bad for the goddess Athena’s jealousy.”

      “Yes, you are hot,” he mutters stupidly.

      “Aha. The voice was Poseidon’s. The god had seen me alone and came to me when I was vulnerable. The god grabbed my arm and tore off my sacred white robe and fucked me right there by the well. He fucked me like no man had ever fucked before. He was a mighty Olympian god, after all. He showed her who was boss, just like you were doing to that poor girl. Right?”

      I laugh. There’s really nothing funny about that. But it’s too bad for him that he’s too entranced to join me in my mirth. If he chuckled, that would be another reason for me to finish him off. Instead, the fucker finds the strength to lower his head and run his lips around my nipples.

      Go ahead and suck. That’s fugu too.

      “Well, the very next morning, I ran. I ran from the temple because I had been defiled. My mere presence dirtied the sacred ground, and it was a grievous insult to the goddess Athena. I didn’t get far. Athena came to me personally. She tripped me with Apollo’s snakes.”

      I grab his cock. I pull a little, like I pulled his wrist. He winces. He leaves my tit and leans into my face, pressing his lips into mine. Apparently, he didn’t notice my sharp fangs and slithering vipers.

      “She turned me into one,” I say with a shrug, between his kisses. “Ever since then, I’ve borne witness and left alone all sins. I turn my eyes from theft, adultery, even murder. But never, ever, ever do I avert my eyes from one sin. Do you happen to know what that sin is?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Rape,” I say. “Rape is one thing I will never witness again. When Poseidon pinned me, and the stars sent me no mercy, and when, instead of judging a god and punishing Poseidon, the gods turned on an innocent young girl and ruined her, I realized there is no one in this whole fucking world that cares about me. I have been discarded. Trash. For me, I’m done. But for another, no. I vowed to never, ever, ever, let that happen to another lady in my presence. Do I make myself clear?”

      He nods with a smile, looking at me—full of desire—thinking somehow, weirdly, that I’m going to have sex with him. If someone were to walk in now and witness my fangs, my moving hair, and my glowing red eyes beside him, they might think this is funny. You do, right? But it really isn’t amusing, is it?

      He deserves punishment. Punish him.

      The snakes in my hair move in a fury, hissing wildly. My eyes glow a brighter green, illuminating his whole face. When I am ready for the kill, I lose all attractiveness. But the boy seems too deep in his trance to notice.

      “Now, tell me, what were you doing to that poor girl?”

      He laughs. Then he gazes into my eyes and a shadow seems to fall over him. That’s what I was waiting for. Realization. With my seduction, I’ve unleashed the lamia of his destruction. I am revenge. He loses all mirth. Well, like I said, there was nothing funny here. There never was. I reach down and grab his penis and…it’s all over.

      Look into the eyes of Medusa. Gaze into me as I ravish you. Keep your eyes on mine as your skin tears from your neck, shredding muscle and sinew, leaving your chest bloody and back bare. Your flesh I rip. Your arms and legs I tear. I dismember you into the heap of shit you are.

      Still awake? Good. Feel more… Pain!

      I should just leave him. She’s gone and...

      Take his hand and shove it down his throat!

      His screams are muffled. His cries seem to be coming from so far away, as if in a faraway tunnel. At this point, I’m far into a trance myself.

      And…

      I black out. But, in my periphery, I watch a body fall to the floor—in pieces.

      In the back of my mind, I recall screaming. Is it a memory or is it happening now? I’m not sure.

      As I awaken further, I take a deep breath. I feel dizzy.

      I walk to the bathroom mirror. Red is splashed on my face. I wash my face. As the crimson washes away and the snakes recede, my face is absolutely beautiful again. The prettiest face in the world. I arrange my hair back in a bun.

      The metallic stench of his blood has taken the place of piss and shit and fills the bathroom. I walk to the door and realize I crushed the doorknob after the girl ran. Then, as I awaken more, I realize a bunch of people are banging on the door.

      My God, what have I done? In my periphery, I see crimson flesh smeared and heaped against the white tile. There’s only a mound of meat on the floor, no recognizable body.

      There’s a window on the other end of the bathroom. It’s just big enough for us to slither through.

      Go, Medusa! Run!
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      “I fucked up.”

      I put my head in my hands. I’m about to totally cry, but that would make me look weak. And my friend Cora isn’t weak. She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever known. Cora is the goddess Persephone, my best friend in the whole world, and I want her to respect me, not think I’m weak. Well, she makes me feel worse with her sad face. Above her frown her lovely bright blue eyes shine—azure eyes I once despised more than anything in the world, until I met her.

      She reaches across the table and her pale hand squeezes mine. We’re in this seedy all-blue diner at a booth by a window. If it were daytime, we’d see the beach. That’s why I wanted to meet here. Cora loves the beach. But it’s after ten o’clock at night.

      Cora’s long hair is blond tonight. Sometimes it’s red, other times black. You never know. She’s fun like that. When she got to the booth at this diner, she was carrying a motorcycle helmet and wearing a tight all-black leather jumpsuit. She had told me she was coming by plane. Her private plane. Then by private motorcycle, I suppose. She’s so fun. Unlike me. I’m wearing the same boring thing I wore in the library—my brown wool grandma sweater. And my hair’s in its usual bun. So I look beautifully ugly. But, see, that’s the thing about my friend. Cora struts her feathers and acts tough, but somehow she still loves me anyway.

      “I fucked up.”

      “Tell me what happened,” Cora says.

      “You look good,” I say. “Your husband Danny passed, huh?”

      “I’m not here for me,” Cora says with a shrug. “You sounded desperate on the phone. What the hell was so secret that you were worried about being tapped, Gorgi?”

      “I’ve been happy. You know I’ve lived here for years in peace. But I just got myself into a whole heap of trouble.”

      “Well?” Cora asks, lifting her eyebrow. “What is it? Are we talking money? You need a loan?”

      I shake my head. “I have lots of money.”

      “Men?”

      “No,” I say with a chuckle.

      “Do you two know what you’d like?” interjects a gray-haired lady. She’s dressed in a classic diner outfit.

      “No,” says Cora, gesturing for her to go away. The waitress obeys and returns to the counter by the kitchen. Cora lifts her eyebrow again, leaning forward, and whispers, “Murder?”

      “Sort of.”

      Cora’s eyes open wide. “You’re so crazy, Gorge.”

      “I was working. I… you know, it was late and, you know, it’s finals on campus. So the library was full of students studying, even though it was late. I was just minding my own business, shelving books. Honestly, I was looking forward to getting done early and opening up that new book by E. L. James.”

      “I finally got through Fifty Shades of Gray.”

      “Yeah? Did you like it, Cora?”

      “Yeah, I liked it.”

      “Well, the library was quiet until there was a commotion. This frat guy was manhandling a sorority girl over a drug deal, tugging at her and making lots of noise. She was telling him to stop, but he wouldn’t.”

      “Uh-oh,” Cora said, turning to the window with a nod.

      The waitress comes back and hands us glasses of water. “You know what you guys want now?”

      Cora ignores her.

      “Not yet,” I say, but I don’t give her eye contact either.

      The waitress is rapidly blinking her eyes at Cora and me. She probably thinks we’re both total loons. Well, we are. Right? But as she’s walking off, I say to the waitress, “Oh, can you get me a cup of coffee?”

      She gives me an even weirder look. It’s almost eleven o’clock at night. But that’s morning for me. Or maybe she thinks I’m weird because I’m wearing dark sunglasses. I don’t know.

      “Who’d you kill, Gorgi?” Cora whispers, leaning forward.

      “He was raping her! He was fucking raping her, Cora! I couldn’t let him do that. I mean, you know what that shit does to me. I followed them into the men’s restroom. And the bathroom was in an adjacent building, it’s supposed to be private. It was late. There was no one else there. And I barged through the stall door because I heard a commotion. He was leaning over her with his pants off and I just… I completely lost it, Cora. I went crazy. Things took over, you know, got hold of me and all hell broke loose.”

      “How did he die?” Cora asks quietly.

      “In pieces.”

      Cora nods very slowly.

      I mean, it’s not unexpected, is it? I’m a wretched monster. I’ve lived centuries learning to accept that. And I hardly would have bothered my friend Cora if nothing had happened.

      The waitress hands me the cup of coffee with a tray of sugar and cream. I drink from the cup with a very shaky hand. Then I open the bag of sugar and pour the granules into my mouth. Cora shakes her long blond hair back and peers at me with those gorgeous blue goddess eyes. She tries to smile.

      “He deserved every fucking bit of it!” I exclaim, hitting the table with my fist.

      “Quiet down. It sounds like he did.”

      “It brought it all back. You know it always does. I can handle anything, any sort of thing, even murder. But that. No. No, I can’t, I won’t stand for that. Never.” An old couple about two booths away looks over at my outburst.

      “I know. You said he was in pieces?” Cora’s talking quietly. “Did you do what was possible… with a small knife?”

      I shake my head.

      She turns back to the window with a long sigh. This time she puts her head in her hand.

      “I petrified him. Then I had him suffocate in his own fucking blood.”

      “Keep it down.”

      “Cora, he was going after an innocent girl!”

      “Keep it down,” she says, whirling back. “Shush. You need to be quiet.”

      “He had torn the girl’s shirt. He was pinning her against the toilet like she was a piece of shit! You know no asshole will ever do that in my sight again. No one. No matter what the cost. I had to teach him a lesson. So I did.”

      Cora points at her eyes and then at my glasses. I look at the mirror. Even through the thick fake shades, green is shining around my face. I lower my head, pull off my sunglasses, and cover my eyes.

      “I’ve been so happy.” I say, shaking my head in my hands. “I don’t know what to do. I fucked up. I fucked up real bad. I’m in so much trouble. I didn’t know where else to turn. Everything was finally quiet. I was happy. Really, I was. I had all the books in the world to read and no one to bother me. Then this happened. You know when they investigate, it’s gonna bring Imada.”

      “It will.”

      Yeah. So I wonder if Cora will just walk out. I mean, why help me? She could get in trouble herself.

      She told me she had moved far north, to Toronto, Canada, and found this handsome new guy to spend another lifetime with. She’s settling into a new life after her husband was murdered. Now this. If she helps her favorite monster, she could be abetting a murderer. Then I wonder…perhaps I could have just hurt the guy—instead of killing him. Maybe I should have just scared him off. Just hurt him a little.

      NO! He deserved every fucking thing I did to him!

      I cry. I can’t act tough anymore. I haven’t slept in days. I just cry and cry and cry in my hands.

      I know how this works. It’s only a matter of time before I’m called into the police station. Then they’ll throw me in a dark cell. In the Middle Ages, they’d torture me, if they could. There were many times they didn’t know what I was; they figured I was a witch and tried to burn me, only to find me creeping up behind them and tearing them limb from limb.

      I feel a hand on my shoulder. Cora’s sitting beside me now.

      “Shh,” Cora says quietly. “Calm down. It’s okay, Gorgi.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “I’m your friend.”

      I nod.

      “This creep. You’re positive he was raping her?”

      “Yes!” I pull away from her. “Of course I am! Are you crazy?”

      “Then stop crying.” She sighs and sits up straight. “You gave him justice. Not Imada justice, our justice. From what you’re telling me, you should have cut his goddamn dick off.”

      “I did.”

      “You did?” Cora asks, opening her eyes wide.

      That does it. Cora’s speechless, which is very rare for her. What does she expect? You get it, right?

      She turns to the window again, and this time her eyes are bright red. She covers her eyes because, unlike me, she’s not wearing shades. See, our eyes change color when we’re under stress. Hers turn red, mine green. Usually it’s when we’re angry, but I think Cora is overwhelmed by how absolutely fucked up I am. I mean, she’s crazy too, but she probably wouldn’t do what I did. Or maybe she would? I don’t know.

      “You’re crazy, Gorgi,” Cora says, shaking her head. “Nuts.”

      That only makes me cry more.

      “Oh, stop it. It’s okay.” She gently lifts my chin and brushes my hair from my forehead. “Stop crying.” She forces a smile. “I’ll help you. But it’s gonna take some time to clean this up. You did some gnarly stuff. Just lay low. Call in sick for the rest of the week. Otherwise they’ll question you.”

      “They’ll question me anyway. You know how this works. And I always get nervous when I have to talk in front of a lot of people.”

      “You saved this girl,” Cora says. “If they call you in, be Medusa. Be confident and know you did nothing wrong.”

      “I can’t be Medusa, Cora,” I say, shaking my head. “Just like you can’t be Persephone.”

      But I wipe my tears and try to cheer up. I drink the remains of my cup of coffee. It’s not like I’m going to sleep when morning comes anyway.

      “Laying low means no fun,” Cora says with a forced grin, folding her arms. “This foils my plans tonight. We can’t go clubbing.”

      “It would have been fun.”

      “Yeah. Listen, don’t worry. Seriously, you did no different from a cop shooting that guy. You’re more like a hero.”

      She gets up and sits on the other side of the booth again. Then she wrinkles her nose, looking around the diner. “Well, we can eat. That’s laying low here.”

      I wipe my eyes and look at my friend and nod. Aside from her rueful grin, she looks good. Real good. She always does.

      “How is your new boyfriend in Toronto?” I ask. “I’m sorry to hear about Danny. You liked LA, didn’t you? How’s Hashan?”

      “Hashan is boring as always. I love him to death. And Gabe’s an angel from heaven. Toronto’s cold.”

      “I’m so happy for you, Cora.”

      “Yeah, don’t worry ’bout me. Everything will work out, Gorgi. All right?”

      “I’ve been so happy over the past few years. Lonely, but happy.”

      “Don’t worry. Look, if they take you to prison, I’ll spring you.”

      “But I don’t want to lose the home I’ve made. It took so long to get comfortable. I think I’ll go crazy if I have to rebuild my life again.”

      “You won’t.”

      I force a smile.

      Cora nods. “Hungry?”

      “Yeah. They have good food here.”

      “Hmm, seems like a dump. But if the food’s good, why not?” She flags our waitress, who’s behind a counter.

      “We’re ready to order,” Cora says. Her eyes are beautifully azure blue again, so it’s okay. And mine aren’t bursting with emerald light.

      “I’d like steak,” I say, staring at the table. “Raw.”

      Cora is looking at me funny in her peripheral vision. She smiles wide.

      “You mean… rare?” the waitress asks, lowering her head, trying to see my eyes.

      “No, raw,” I say, quickly shaking my head. “Don’t cook it.”

      “I’ll have what she’s having,” Cora says with a laugh. “A raw steak. Just serve it raw with some nice seasoning. With a Coke.”

      The waitress opens her eyes wide. Then she just nods.

      “Oh, I’ll have a Coke too,” I add as the waitress makes her way back to the kitchen.

      “I love you, Gorgiana,” Cora says with a laugh. “You’re so freaky.”
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      I’m sitting on my rocking chair on the porch of my small one-story house. It’s dark and close to midnight. The only light is coming from a streetlight, but my beastie eyes are strong enough to read the book on my lap. Occasionally I catch a drunken kid laughing and stumbling by me on the sidewalk but, although I’m within walking distance of campus, this is a pretty private neighborhood. I’m alone and it’s after midnight. I’m laying low, like Cora told me to do. But I’m not about to just stay indoors.

      Another college kid rides by on my sidewalk on his bike.

      I’m reading a book called The Guy That Loved Me and Then Died. I like the title because it’s funny as hell. It’s about a spy and it’s got a bit of Cold War intrigue, and what makes it super funny is I don’t think it’s supposed to be funny—but I’m not sure. I think the title is a play on words from that old James Bond movie I also love, The Spy Who Loved Me. It’s an old book. I like all those James Bond flicks. I’m a bit of a movie buff, you know. I spend lots of Friday nights alone on my sofa with a blanket, eating microwave popcorn and watching VHS movies. I have lots of VHS movies. Some DVDs. Do you remember that rental movie place, Blockbuster? Shit, they knew me by name.

      The MC, that means main character in heavy-reader lingo, who’s being followed by the spy, is now making love to the girl in the snowy woods after they slipped off a ski lift. I told you. Funny.

      Here comes another guy riding a bike by my streetlamp. But this one stops on the sidewalk by the house. That’s weird. My nares flare and I sniff. He’s squinting toward me. He’s about fifteen yards from my porch. Very weird. And he’s walking right up to me. He smells familiar. He’s just squinting up into the darkness.

      “Hey,” he says, his foot on the first step of the porch. “Is that you?”

      I jump—not because I’m startled, but because I’ve learned over the centuries to act my part. A regular human girl being approached by a stranger while sitting alone on her dark porch, in the middle of the night, might jump too. Hey, it’s that cute guy I ditched, who was pretending not to know how to look up books in the library! What the hell?

      “Hi,” I say.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you. You live here?”

      Uh, yeah.

      “I ride by here all the time on my way to lectures,” he says.

      “Hi.”

      “What are you reading?” he asks. I can see that cute smile in the shadows.

      “It’s a book titled The Guy That Loved Me and Then Died.”

      He laughs. “Is it a comedy?”

      “No, it’s funny because it isn’t.”

      I like that I can look into his face in the darkness. I can look up at him like a “normal” human being. He’s got that blond hair thrown to the side, thoughtful, gentle eyes, with eyelashes that are almost feminine, but there’s nothing feminine about his chiseled jaw or broad shoulders. He’s got a little bit of stubble, which is adorable. He’s tall. If I were a normal girl, I’d be going nuts right now. But I’m not normal. Am I?

      “Where’d you run off to that night?” He climbs to the third and last porch step. “You left before the library closed. They shut the whole place down. The library’s reopened now, but it was closed for days. I looked for you, but you never came back.”

      “I had to use the bathroom.”

      “Oh. You like what you’re reading?”

      “Love it,” I say with a shrug, looking at my lap.

      He’s fishing for a topic of conversation. Maybe he’s a spy for Imada? Imada is a secret organization run by the remnants of the gods of Olympus. And they detest Cora and me. He smiles again. Maybe he’s been following me? Maybe he’s seen that I live here. Or he has a crush on me? Could he have caught my gaze? My eyes can make some men feel as if the attraction is from me, not my Fugu. I still have to get rid of him. Especially now that he knows where I live.

      In centuries past, I’d let a snake or two drop from the curls of my hair. It used to work better when people were more superstitious. Having two or three serpents scurrying in your hair used to scare the shit out of people. They’d think I was in league with the devil.

      I could flash my green eyes? Perhaps make him think I’m a vampire by showing fangs? Of course, these days I like to rely on my thick, furry sweater, large fake glasses, unshaven arms, and unshowered smell to keep people away.

      “Do you take classes at college?”

      “Huh?” He’s still talking. Can you believe this? “I just work in the library.”

      “Oh.”

      He puts his hands in his pockets and looks very uncomfortable.

      “I’m a sophomore,” he adds. “You look about my age. I thought you were a student working in the library to pay for school?”

      “Not smart enough,” I lie. Maybe it’s not a lie? I don’t know. I never went to college.

      “You look smart.”

      “Thanks.”

      “May I?” he asks, gesturing to a chair beside me.

      No!

      There are two rocking chairs on my patio beside the porch. He sits on the one closest to me.

      I’m an idiot. I should have stayed indoors. Cora told me to lay low. But not being around people over the past few days was driving me crazy. What were the chances that the guy I saw in the library would come tonight?

      I smell him. I’m not referring to his cologne. I’m talking about his phenome, his essence. It makes me clench my hand tightly. His maleness being this close makes me lust for him. Heat rises in my back, along my chest, and between my legs. Like I’m in heat. The lamia side of me even makes me lick my lips, and I feel my front incisors grow sharper. I’m ready to jump him right now. You like him too, don’t you?

      Calm down, Gorgi!

      When I lived in Sarpedon in ancient Greece, after I became a monster, if prey had been presented like this, it would have been all over for the man. I couldn’t control myself. I was a complete pervert, enjoying sex, using my powers of petrification, and giving in to every desire. It’s like how vampires like to suck the blood out of people. I wanted to throw men into a trance, fuck them, and then kill them. Thank Athena for that sick, perverted shit. But long ago, I stopped doing it to nice guys. After reflecting on what I was doing to good souls, I stopped. Except those committing rape. I’ve never stopped tearing rapists apart.

      “Can you show me?”

      “Show you what?” I ask, brushing my hair back.

      I feel a little wiggly. Even in the dark, my snakes are coming out, being this close to a virile young man. And he’s acting coy, which is really bad, because that’s acting like prey.

      “The book?” he asks, pointing to it.

      “Oh.” I hand it to him.

      He’s wearing a black button-down with a T-shirt and khaki slacks. It looks preppy. I’m thinking he went to a party. I smell a slight tinge of alcohol on his breath.

      He looks at me and smiles. Then he loses his smile. Why? Shit! When I leaned forward to hand him the book, I was facing the streetlight. I think it reflected my eyes. Worse, they could have flickered green. I cover my eyes and look at the floor of my wooden deck.

      “What’s the matter?” he asks, bending down.

      “I have to go.” Like back into my house. Like away from this yummy guy. He should get the hint.

      “Of course,” he says, standing up. He shakes his head, as if recovering his senses. He walks back to his bicycle.

      “You want to borrow my book?” I blurt out.

      I don’t know why the hell I asked him that, but it seemed like a nice thing to say to make up for my rudeness. He looks over, as confused as I am.

      “You’re not done with it.”

      “I… read a lot of books,” I say with a shrug. “I already read the ending. I can read the beginning later. A story’s a story, you know, and I don’t believe it matters whether you enjoy it the same way every time. Sometimes it’s better starting at the end. You can tell me if the beginning is worth reading.”

      “You’re really weird,” he says with a chuckle.

      Yes, I am.

      “Okay,” he says.

      What! Really?

      With his youthful energy, he sprints back up the three steps of my deck and reaches for my book. “Sounds like a deal. I’ll check out your book right now, librarian. I’ll let you know if the beginning is worth reading.”

      And there it is. That look. I’m looking down, but in my periphery, I see his face. It’s lust. Yep, I ensnared this guy that night with my eyes, and he’s hooked. I must have. That’s all. Fugu. I’m so stupid. Once a man is hooked it’s hard to shake him off. I was actually thinking he liked me or something.
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