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  For Bella and Caeleb. You guys are the reason I get up in the morning.


  Chapter One


  The polite term for what I do for a living is “biohazard remediation.”


  That’s what I say if anyone asks me at a dinner party. Not that I’m ever invited to dinner parties. (Megan got custody of all the friends in the divorce.) But it’s what I’d say if I was invited, and if someone was actually polite enough to approach me through the chemical smell of industrial-strength cleaning products that cling to my body.


  Another term for what I do is Crime and Trauma Scene Decontamination. Or CTSDecon, if you want to sound cool.


  Which basically means that I clean up stiffs for a living.


  All the stiffs. No prejudice in my line of work.


  Murder? Check.


  Suicide? Check.


  Murder-suicide? Check.


  Industrial accidents? Check.


  Decomposition after unattended death? Check.


  Infectious disease? Check.


  Spontaneous human combustion? Check. (Not that I’ve ever had one of those, but I live in hope.)


  The company I work for is called LA Cleaners. (No matter the mess, we clean for less. That’s my boss’s tagline. He’s weirdly proud of it, considering it’s a pile of shit. But then, my boss is proud of his son as well, so maybe it’s not that surprising.)


  I’ve been stuck in this dead-end (ha-ha) job for ten years now. Not bad, considering it was only ever meant to be temporary. Something I could do to earn cash while I figured out what to do with my life. A decade later, and here I still am.


  But that’s me in a nutshell, as Megan always said. Big plans, no follow-through.


  I yawn noisily and stare out the truck window. “What’s the crime scene?” I ask Jorge. I should know this. After all, it was my contact at the LAPD who gave us the job. But the call came through at three in the morning, so I didn’t stay on the phone to chat. Or to even ask what the cleanup would involve. I just swore at the guy for waking me up, gave him the office number, and told him to leave a message on the answering machine.


  “Murder scene,” says Jorge, yawning. Jorge is the aforementioned boss’s son. Twenty-something, incredibly lazy, and addicted to his phone. He’s partnered with me for a bit of “work experience” before he moves on to the offices where he will, in about a year, be my boss.


  I relax. Murder scenes are our most common jobs. Not too difficult.


  “Unattended,” adds Jorge.


  Crap. Unattended deaths are my least favorite cleanups. Messy as hell. And yeah, I’m aware that it’s a bit tasteless to rank deaths by how hard it is to clean them up, but it’s my job, so what do you expect? You do anything for a long enough period of time, it tends to lose its . . . uniqueness.


  What an unattended death means is that somebody kicked the bucket but hasn’t been discovered for a while. Could only be a matter of days. Could be weeks. Could even be months. But they’re all bad. It still surprises me how quickly a human being can be reduced to a leaking bag of liquefied fat and grease.


  I’m not looking forward to this. And the undercooked eggs and greasy bacon I had for breakfast? Probably not the best idea.


  “Hey—did you watch it?” I ask Jorge.


  Jorge is attempting to drive the van while checking out his cell phone at the same time. “Watch what?”


  “The movie. The one I told you about.”


  “Nah, man. I tried.”


  “What do you mean, you tried?”


  “Couldn’t get past the beginning. Them sitting in a car talking about cheeseburgers? What’s with that?”


  I stare at him in amazement. “That’s what makes it so good! That’s characterization. Two people, traveling through LA in a car. Just talking. You see how each responds. Reveals who they are.”


  “Whatever, dude. It was lame.”


  “You obviously have no idea what you’re talking about. You probably like Adam Sandler movies.”


  Jorge glances over at me with a grin. “Yeah. Sandler! He’s funny. When he goes crazy and starts screaming and beatin’ on someone? Gets me every time.”


  “You’re a goddamn heathen. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”


  Jorge shrugs and carries on driving. Screw him. That’s the last time I try and bridge the generation gap with movie recommendations.


  The rest of the journey passes in silence until Jorge slows the van down and turns into a weed-infested parking lot.


  “I think we’re here,” he says.


  I look out the window. A run-down motel sits on the other side of the lot. Red doors and a fifties Art Deco look. I check the sign.


  The Sleepy-Time Motel.


  Charming.


  It’s weird to see such a run-down place in these surroundings, hugging the base of the Santa Monica Mountains. The beach is only about ten minutes away, and there are miles of wineries over to the east. Whoever is holding onto this dump must have fended off serious offers from realtors. Which begs the question—in the name of God, why?


  I sit in the sweltering heat of our van and check the motel’s website on my phone. It says the place has been here since the 1920s. It was built to house the workers who were laying down the Pacific Coast Highway, and after that it was sold off as a motel.


  I squint through the bug-splattered windshield. The front face of the motel is just a generic line of rooms, punctuated with rusted ice machines. The parking lot is made up of broken asphalt, slowly melting in the morning heat.


  It’s weird. No cops. No crime scene tape. No pathology vans.


  “You sure this is the place?”


  Jorge reluctantly lifts his eyes from his phone. He’s chewing gum. Noisily. Bastard doesn’t even share. I asked for a piece once, and he said he didn’t have any, that he doesn’t even like gum. I had stared at him for a full minute before he finally swallowed the piece he was chewing. We didn’t break eye contact once.


  “Think so.”


  “What did the work order say?”


  Jorge doesn’t respond. Just turns back to his phone. I’m about to ask him what the hell he’s doing when my phone chimes with a message. From Jorge. Containing the work order.


  “Dude, I’m right here,” I say.


  He doesn’t answer. I sigh and open the message, quickly scanning the details. Yup. This is the place. Sleepy-Time Motel. Room fourteen. The preferred stopover for serial killers everywhere.


  I climb out of the van, squinting against the bright light. It’s invasive. But then, that’s Los Angeles in a nutshell, isn’t it? Invasive. Unsavory.


  Hell, even the sun in LA feels sleazy. A dry, groping heat that crawls into your clothes and sucks sweat from every part of your body, touching and lingering in spaces that are not meant to be touched.


  I put my aviators on and cross the parking lot, checking the door numbers. Most of them are missing; all that remains are faded negative images surrounded by sun-bleached wood. I stop before room fourteen. The door might have once been painted red, but it’s now a faded salmon pink.


  I reach for the door handle, then freeze before my hand touches the metal. Here’s the thing. I trained to be a cop once, as soon as I gained my US citizenship. I maybe should’ve mentioned this before, but I was holding off, you know? Didn’t want to overwhelm you with random info. You know how it is: Oh, hey. My name is Harry Priest, I do this for a living, but I once did that, and these are all the people in my life. Don’t you hate that? I do.


  So yeah, I’m from England originally, came out here to seek fortune and glory. And the fact that I decided to do that by trying to become a cop probably says a lot about my level of intelligence. But even though I didn’t cut it, the training has stayed with me over the past fifteen years. (Long story. Actually, not long. Pretty short. I failed the final test. And by final test I mean the mandatory—and surprise—drug test. Less said about that the better, really.)


  The lack of any kind of police presence is bugging me. If the scene had been discovered last night, the forensics team should have been and gone. There should be evidence of their presence everywhere. You know, empty coffee cups, discarded donut boxes, the faint smell of desperation and loneliness.


  But there’s none of that here.


  I chew my lip thoughtfully. Then I grab the bottom of my vintage Empire Strikes Back T-shirt and carefully use it to turn the doorknob.


  The door opens with a creak. . . .


  And the smell hits me like a half brick wrapped in ten-day-old rancid meat that’s been left out on the stack interchange in the summer heat.


  I stagger back, slapping a hand over my mouth and nose. I gag, barely managing to keep my breakfast down.


  Don’t think about the bacon and runny eggs. Seriously. Don’t think about it. What are you doing? You’re thinking about it! You idiot—


  I turn and throw up onto the asphalt. Coughing, spluttering.


  I take a few deep breaths, staring down at my half-digested breakfast.


  Which causes me to throw up again.


  And then one more time, just in case there is anything left. (There’s not. Except bile. Lovely. I know. That’s me all over, kids. Charming as ever.)


  I take a shuddering breath and straighten up. My stomach muscles feel like I’ve just done a hundred crunches, which is about ninety-seven and a half more than I’ve ever done in my life.


  I glance back at the van. Jorge is approaching, his phone held out before him.


  I point a shaking finger at him. “I swear to Christ, Jorge. You better not be recording this!”


  “’Course not, man!” Jorge grins and lowers the phone. “Would I do that to you?”


  Yeah, you little bastard. You would.


  Jorge’s grin falters as he draws closer. He slows to a stop. “The hell is that smell?”


  “Not really sure,” I say, turning back to the room. “But my keen detective instincts are telling me there’s something unpleasant in there.”


  “Yeah, no shit, Sherlock.”


  We approach the door cautiously, each trying to push the other ahead. I squint to let my eyes adjust to the dim interior of the room. Red curtains pulled closed, the sun shining through them with a lurid glow. Motes of light dance and spark. Flies buzz around.


  Lots of flies.


  “Fuck sake,” whispers Jorge.


  “Yeah.”


  The room looks like something has exploded in it. Something organic. That has then been left for weeks to stew.


  The ground is moving. I lean forward, peering at the thick brown carpet.


  Maggots. The floor is covered with them. The furniture and walls are peppered with shards of bone. The shards have ripped through the couch. Have even shattered the screen of the old box set television bolted to the wall.


  “You know what?” I say. “I don’t think the cops have been here yet.”


  Jorge frowns at me. “’Course they have. Why would they call us in to clean up a scene they haven’t processed?”


  “You see any fingerprint dust? Any evidence markers? I’m telling you. This scene is untouched.” I take a step back from the door. “I’m going to find the manager. Don’t touch anything!”


  “Come on, man. What you take me for? An amateur?”


  What I take Jorge for is something I have to keep to myself. Especially if I still want to have a job tomorrow. “Just . . . stay out of the room.”


  I hurry along the deserted frontage, searching for the manager’s office. I find it through a set of unlocked glass doors. Old posters cover the dirty glass, faded in the sun and curling at the edges like dead spiders.


  A little bell chimes as I push the door open. A partition with a security grille greets me. An old fan swings jerkily from left to right, pushing the turgid air around.


  The office is empty.


  “Hello?”


  I approach the security grille and peer through. A tatty office chair. An old computer with one of those clunky CRT monitors.


  I hit the bell on the counter. “Hello!”


  Still no answer. What the hell is going on here?


  I make my way back to the room, knocking on doors as I do so. None of the other rooms are occupied. The whole place is deserted.


  As I draw closer to room fourteen I realize that Jorge is nowhere in sight. I break into a run. “Jorge?”


  He’s inside the goddamn room, filming everything with his cell phone.


  “What are you doing?” I shout.


  “Nothing.”


  “You’re contaminating the crime scene, you idiot!”


  Jorge frowns at me. “You might want to tone down the invectives there, homey. Don’t want me telling the old man how you treat his favorite son, do you?”


  “Just . . . get out of there. Now.”


  Jorge takes his time, casting his phone one last time around the slaughterhouse before stepping past me.


  As he does so, something catches my eye, the glint of something metallic on the floor just inside the entrance. I bend down to study it.


  It’s a bullet. But it hasn’t been flattened, as would happen to a normal bullet if it had hit something. Instead, it’s in pristine condition.


  It also looks like it’s made from silver.


  I take my aviators off and prod the bullet with one of the ear hooks. Yup. Definitely looks like it’s made from silver.


  “What the hell are you doing?” snaps an irritated voice.


  I straighten up and turn around to find three figures standing in the parking lot. The one who had spoken is a man in his forties, hair in a buzz cut, face smoothly shaven. Military type.


  “I’m trying to do my job,” I say.


  The man stalks forward and grabs my hands, lifting them up and inspecting them. I yank them away. “Hey. None of that till the second date.”


  Crew Cut ignores my remark, stepping around me to peer into the motel room. While he does this I study the others. One of them is a woman. Long, red-brown hair—what’s the name for that? Not red, not ginger. Auburn? Chestnut? Something like that.


  The last one in the line is a guy who looks about twenty years older than me. A bit heavier around the gut, an air of arrogance clinging to him like someone who’s used to being in charge.


  “Who are you?” demands the man. “I need names. Occupations.”


  “Harry Priest,” I say. “Crime scene cleanup and decontamination.”


  The man points two fingers at me, like an Elvis impersonator. “Cool name. You’ll go far in the world. I can feel it in my blood. Remind me to take you for a drink sometime and explain about nominative determinism.”


  “How your name determines your career? Yeah—I’m familiar with it. Doesn’t really apply here. If it did my name would have to be . . . Cleaner. Or . . . Coffin. Something like that.”


  The man blinks at me, surprised.


  “Your turn,” I say. “Who the hell are you?”


  “Havelock Graves. ICD.”


  I frown. “ICD? Never heard of you.”


  “Well, shit, that just really bums me out, man,” he says, sarcasm dripping from every word. “That you, a crime scene cleaner, haven’t heard of the incredibly important organization I work for. Let me tell you the ways that bums me out—”


  “Graves.” The auburn-haired chick. I notice she has green eyes, pale skin. Freckles. Graves looks at her, and she gives a small shake of her head.


  “Yes. You’re right. No time. You and your . . .” Graves glances at Jorge leaning up against the wall, texting on his phone. “. . . friend?”


  I shake my head.


  “. . . associate need to clear out. We’re taking over.”


  “We have a work order for crime scene decon,” I protest.


  “This site hasn’t even been worked yet,” snarls Crew Cut from behind me. “I swear. If you two amateurs have compromised—”


  “Hey—GI Joe,” I snap. “Why don’t you suck my dick? We know what we’re doing, okay?” I turn back to Graves. “We were given the contract to clean this scene. We’re not leaving till we speak to someone in charge.”


  “We’re in charge,” says Crew Cut.


  “So you say.”


  Graves leans closer and whispers, “No, he’s right. He’s just very unpleasant. Doesn’t have much of a bedside manner. His parents divorced when he was young. They both cited him as the reason for the separation. Don’t think he ever recovered.” He straightens up again. “This crime scene doesn’t fall under the jurisdiction of the LAPD. As I said. The ICD is in charge, and we have our own scene cleaners. Dicks.”


  I blink. “Did you just call us—”


  “No, idiot. Keep up. Dicks. DDICS.” He spells out the initials. “Disposal Department for Interstitial Crime Scenes. Look, it’s a long, complex, incredibly interesting explanation, but one I’m not prepared to go into right now. Which leaves you both on the cusp of something world-shattering and amazing, quivering and red-faced but without the happy ending, I’m afraid. But that’s life. Leave now and you won’t get your license revoked.”


  I stare at him, then take out my cell phone and dial my contact at the LAPD. “Mills. It’s Harry. That crime scene at the motel. You sent it our way last night?”


  I listen for a moment, frowning, then hang up. Graves grins at me. It’s a really annoying grin.


  “All set?” he says. “Groovy.”


  “Did you seriously just say groovy?” I ask.


  “Yes. It’s a wonderful word, isn’t it?”


  I catch Jorge’s eye and jerk my head toward the van. I move away from the motel, Jorge following as I climb inside and slam the door shut.


  “What gives? That was our scene.”


  “Mills confirmed. It was handed over to them early this morning. We just never got the call.”


  “So who the hell are they?”


  “I’ve got no idea.”


  I start the van and pull out of the parking lot. Onto the highway and back toward LA.


  I look in the rearview mirror and see Graves standing in the parking lot, watching us leave.


  “Dicks,” I mutter.


  Chapter Two


  I grab a beer from the fridge, open the patio door that leads onto my balcony, and slump into the plastic lawn chair I use while watching the plebs below from my incredibly spacious and palatial balcony. (One foot by three feet.)


  The rest of the day was a shitstorm of epic proportions. And I mean that literally. After we left the motel we got a call out to another death scene. A heart attack. And let’s just say the victim . . . soiled himself before death. I mean, they usually do, but I think today I just noticed it more.


  The scene this morning at the motel has been bugging me all day. Something is going on. Something I feel I’m being purposefully left out of. And I hate that.


  Who were those people? What the fuck is the ICD? Because I Googled it and came up blank. They don’t exist.


  There’s a voice mail waiting from Megan on my cell phone. I sigh, wondering how long I can put off listening to it. But there’s no point. Might as well just get it over with. I play the message while the sun sets over a toxic horizon. The sunset is tinged with green tonight. Green, purple, and pink. Lovely and apocalyptic.


  “Harry? Listen, I was wondering if you can take Susan next weekend instead of this one. I want to go visit my mother. I already talked to Susan, and she said she’s fine missing her weekend with you.”


  Fucking Megan. Master of the passive-aggressive knife to the heart. I check the time. Shit. Nearly missed it.


  I end the voice mail and dial home—actually, not home. Not anymore. Still, hard to stop thinking of it that way.


  “Hello?”


  “Megan.” No need for long conversations. Or short ones, really.


  “Did you get my message?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well?”


  “Come on, Megs. It’s not fair to even ask me. It’s the only time I get to spend with her.”


  “I don’t have a choice. I couldn’t get time off work. It has to be the weekend.”


  “How is that my problem? Just leave Susan with me and go see your mother yourself.”


  “I want Susan there.”


  “And I want Susan here.”


  A pause. I can feel this building up into another one of our pointless fights. About nothing. About everything.


  “Let me speak to her,” I say.


  “She’s doing her homework.”


  “Megan, she’s six years old and it’s seven o’ clock at night. She’s not doing her fucking homework. Put her on.”


  I hear a muffled clicking as Megan drops the phone. I sigh, grabbing my beer and heading back inside to slump onto the couch. How the hell could something that was once so . . . perfect turn so bad? We were so good together once. Christ, I would have died for her. Where the hell did it go wrong? I’ve thought about it, over and over. Apparently, it’s one of the things people do after a divorce. (I looked it up.) I traced back the months and years, trying to pinpoint the exact moment when it fell apart. Except there wasn’t one. Neither of us cheated. It wasn’t anything like that. Twenty years on and we just started to . . . drift apart. And after every fight it became harder to pull it back together again. Until one day it was easier just to end it.


  I stare into the distance, feeling the depression cresting, starting to take over my mind like it always does when I think about it.


  Then Susan comes on the phone and my whole day just . . . gets better. It’s as if every shit thing that happened to me is washed away, cleansed by the sound of her voice.


  “’Lo, Daddy.”


  “Hi, honey. How’s it going?”


  “Horrible. A stupid boy pushed me at school.”


  “Bastard. What did you do?”


  “What you told me. I pushed him and stood on his stomach.”


  “That’s my girl. Did . . . you get in trouble?”


  “Nope. Nobody told.”


  I smile. Screw all this New Age parenting bullshit. I taught Susan from the moment she could understand my voice never to take any crap from bullies. Hit them back and hit them hard. They’ll never bother you again. Megan doesn’t know. At least, I don’t think she does. I probably would have heard about it if she did.


  “So you ready?” I ask.


  “Ready, Daddy.”


  “Great.” I get up, grab the book from the table in my apartment, and sit back down on the couch. “What page were we on again?”


  “I don’t know!”


  “Come on, kid! You should be able to read by now. What page number?”


  “Daddy! You’re supposed to keep track, not me.”


  I smile. “Page thirty. You ready?”


  “Ready.”


  It’s something I insisted on, being able to read to her every night. Megan can have the house, the car, everything else. But reading was the one special thing I had with Susan. Every night before bed.


  Nowadays, it’s the one brief moment of happiness in my shitty life.


  About half an hour later I hear Megan talking in the background.


  “No, Mommy!”


  More mumbling. I sigh.


  “Time for bed, honey,” I say.


  “I’m not sleepy.”


  “Doesn’t matter. If mom says it’s bedtime, it’s bedtime. We’ll finish up tomorrow, okay?”


  Susan sighs. The sigh of a child denied her way, as if the whole world is against her.


  “Fine!”


  “G’night, honey. Love you lots like jelly tots. Have nice dreams.”


  Our exchange of good nights is getting longer and longer. It started out with just good night. But then Susan had a bad dream, so I added in, “Have nice dreams,” which stuck. Then Susan decided she liked “love you lots like jelly tots,” and I added that too. Even now I’m sure I’ve forgotten something.


  Her silence confirms it.


  “Uh . . .” I close my eyes and rack my brain.


  “Daddy . . .”


  “Yeah, honey . . .” What is it? I’ve done the jelly tots thing. Done the nice dreams thing. Oh! Bedbugs.


  “Don’t let the bedbugs bite. If they do, squish a few.”


  Phew.


  “’Night, Daddy. Love you lots like jelly tots. Have nice dreams. Don’t let the bedbugs bite. If they do, squish a few.”


  I open my mouth to say I love her, but as soon as Susan finishes talking, the phone line goes dead. Megan.


  I toss the phone on the couch next to me and down my warm beer. I love reading to Susan, but it always depresses me. Thinking about how much I’ve lost. Where I am now.


  I look around the tiny apartment. Boxes of books still stacked up against the walls. My laptop showing a screenplay I haven’t worked on in over three weeks.


  Move to LA, man. Follow your dreams. You can be anything!


  Yeah, right. If by anything you mean a divorced, lonely, minimum-wage worker. (Note I didn’t put middle-aged in there. Because I still have some dignity.)


  My phone rings. I check the caller ID. Jorge. I frown. The hell is he calling me at this time of night? We don’t socialize.


  I hesitate, wondering whether to just blow him off. But it might have something to do with work.


  “Yeah?”


  “Harry! Thank fuck. You gotta get over here.”


  I sit up straighter. Jorge sounds scared. No—terrified.


  “You hear me?”


  “Yeah . . . yeah, I hear you. What’s wrong?”


  “That crime scene today . . . I . . . Listen, just get over here. I’ll text you my address.” His voice lowers to a horrified whisper. “We are so fucked, man. Seriously. We’re finished.”


  The phone goes dead.


  I stare at it, puzzled. The crime scene? Had we stepped on more toes than we thought? Shit. Maybe the FBI is involved.


  My phone pings with Jorge’s address. I stare at it, pondering. Can I actually be bothered with this? I’m tired. Driving around in the heat all day really takes it out of you.


  Another ping.


  Get over here now!


  I sigh and heave myself off the couch, grab another beer from the fridge, and head out of the apartment.


  Jorge better remember this when he’s the boss and my annual assessment comes around.


  [image: image]


  I sit in my pickup, staring up at Jorge’s apartment. No lights. It isn’t dark yet, but the sun is gone, swallowed up by the gray-brown haze that coats the city like a chemical cloud.


  I dial Jorge’s number. No answer.


  I get out of the truck and climb the steps to the front door. I pull open the bug screen and knock.


  The door swings open at my touch.


  Shit.


  Shit, shit, shit.


  What the hell am I supposed to do in a situation like this again? My academy training was so long ago I can’t remember. It’s all been wiped away by bad cop shows.


  “Jorge?”


  See? Right there. Don’t call out when you’re entering a suspicious property. It just calls attention to yourself. Now the bad guys know I’m here.


  So . . . what now?


  Make them fear you, that’s what.


  “I . . . brought a gun, Jorge. Uh . . . like you asked.”


  I pause and frown at the floor. Was that a smart thing to do, or was it really dumb? I’d thought it was smart. Just in case there are any bad guys lurking around inside. But now that I think about it, it might have been stupid. If they think I’m armed they’re more likely to shoot first.


  Jesus, I really would have been a terrible cop. It’s just as well I failed the drug test. If I passed I’d probably be dead by now.


  I enter the apartment. The door opens directly into a surprisingly neat kitchen. Stainless-steel mixer, fancy coffee machine, a blender that looks like it cost more than my TV.


  The kitchen is open plan, the lounge visible beyond the breakfast counter. There’s a massive flat screen mounted on the wall. An Xbox and a PlayStation sit in the black cabinet below.


  If I’d known Jorge lived like this, I’d have tried harder to get to know him. This is a sweet place to hang out. Better than my dump. I bet Jorge doesn’t have to deal with someone like the screamer. (A man who, at four o’clock every morning, gets up, steps out onto his balcony, and screams at the top of his voice for a full minute before returning to bed.)


  There’s a sound off to my left. A soft, scraping noise. I take a hesitant step into the lounge, peer through a partially opened door. I can see black-and-white tiles on the other side. The bathroom.


  “Jorge?”


  The sound stops.


  “You okay?”


  The door slowly opens. Like, really slowly. About an inch every second. I glance quickly over my shoulder to make sure no one’s sneaking up on me with a knife. (There’s not, but yes, I watch a lot of horror movies, okay?) The door carries on opening, to finally reveal—


  Jorge. Standing there looking pretty goddamn normal.


  I sag with relief. “Jorge? What the hell, man?”


  Jorge doesn’t say anything. He’s really starting to creep me out. His eyes are unfocused, the pupils massive. Is he high?


  Then Jorge shudders and blinks, as if waking up from a dream. He focuses his attention on me.


  “Harry? That you?”


  “Uh . . . sure is, buddy. Listen, you take something? You want me to call an ambulance?”


  “I . . . took something. Yes.”


  I hear a sudden sound behind me. Some kind of animal-like chittering.


  I whirl around, scanning the apartment. There’s nothing there. Just the closed door to what I assume is Jorge’s bedroom.


  I turn back . . .


  . . . straight into Jorge’s arms. He puts his arms around my waist, leaning in as if he’s going to nuzzle my ear. I try to pull away, but he has a tight grip.


  “Jorge? What the hell? Let go.”


  “I took something,” he whispers.


  “Yeah, I’m kinda getting that.”


  “From the crime scene.”


  I stop trying to wriggle out of Jorge’s grip and look into his eyes. “Today?”


  Jorge nods. Tears trickle down his cheeks. “I’m in so much trouble.”


  “Uh . . . look. I’m sure we can fix it.” I hate tears. Especially in adults. I never know how to respond to them.


  “Can’t fix it. They already found me. I’m dead, man. Dead.”


  “You’re not dead. Trust me.” I reach up to awkwardly pat Jorge’s shoulder. “There, there,” I add. Just in case it helps.


  I freeze.


  My fingers touch what feels very much like short, bristly hair.


  Bristly hair?


  Jorge finally lets me go and steps back. I unconsciously wipe my hand on my jeans.


  “I . . . think they scooped my brains out.”


  I’m starting to get seriously freaked out here.


  Then Jorge turns around.


  I let out a shriek of incredibly unmanly fear and stagger back. I hit the leather couch and tumble over the back, somersaulting onto the hardwood floor. I scramble to my feet and leap behind another couch.


  “What the actual fuck, Jorge?”


  I can’t believe my eyes. Clamped to Jorge’s back, its legs nestling together and following the exact contours of his body, is some kind of . . . spider. It’s massive. Huge and hairy, as tall as Jorge is, perfectly molded to his back so you can’t see it until he turns around.


  I raise a shaking finger. Pointing. Accusing. “Jorge!” I scream. “Why is there a big-as-fuck spider on your back?”


  It’s a pretty lame response. I’ll be the first to admit. But I’ve found that people tend to state the obvious when confronted with panic.


  “Seriously, man. A . . . a tarantula or something!”


  Except tarantulas don’t grow that big.


  There’s something else. I lean forward, peering closer while trying to shy away at the same time.


  The spider’s fangs are clearly embedded in Jorge’s brain. “It’s eating your goddamn brain!”


  And then, just when I think I’ve seen everything, the spider explodes, bursting into thousands upon thousands of smaller spiders. They drop to the floor, onto the couch, skitter up the walls and across the floor, a black wave heading toward me.


  I only have a moment to see Jorge’s now spider-free back before he drops to the ground. The entire rear half of his body is gone. Like he’s been sliced in half from top to bottom. I can see his spine nestled amid pink-and-purple tissue.


  I turn and bolt for the last remaining door in the apartment. The bedroom.


  A spider lands on my head. I shriek again, flailing at it before yanking the door open, rushing inside and slamming it shut behind me.


  My back is up against the door, my breath coming in short, panicked gasps. I’m dreaming. That’s it. I got wasted. Drank a six-pack in front of the TV and passed out. Yeah, that’s it. That explains everything.


  The door thuds behind me. I jerk away, stumbling against Jorge’s bed. The door thuds again, rattling on its hinges. I look around for a weapon. Nothing. Just tasteful white linen and clean blinds.


  Even in the middle of my panic, I take a moment to appreciate Jorge’s taste. I’ve seriously underestimated the guy.


  Another thud. I yank open the bedside drawer. Magazines. Condoms. Lube. A dildo. (A big one. Anemic white with bulging veins running up its fifteen-inch length.)


  “Gross.”


  I check the other drawers. What I need is a gigantic can of bug spray. That would really hit the spot right about now.


  Nothing.


  Shit, shit, shit.


  I reluctantly pick up the dildo, brandishing it like a lightsaber. It flops around a bit, but it’s still pretty heavy. Should be good enough to squash a few spiders.


  A few thousand spiders.


  I hurry to the window. Pull the blinds up. The back of the apartment block has a drop of about three stories down to some dry scrub. Could I jump? I could. If I wanted a broken ankle.


  I turn back to the room. One wall is just closet doors, but these kinds of apartments usually have en suite bathrooms, right?


  I pull the doors open until I find it. A small bathroom. Beige tiles, a shower, a massive mirror.


  And a monkey. Sitting on the toilet.


  I blink. The monkey blinks back, seemingly as surprised as I am.


  It takes me another second to realize what is odd about this situation. (Besides the monkey on the toilet.)


  The monkey has a human face. A human face of a man in his seventies. Wrinkled skin. Bald head, rheumy eyes.


  “‘Infected be the air whereon they ride!’” the monkey shrieks.


  I brandish the dildo in panic. The monkey doesn’t seem fazed.


  “‘And damned all those that trust them!’” it shouts.


  Fuck this.


  I take a step forward, imagining I look like fencers do when they do that fancy lunge and strike.


  Except I’m trying to lunge forward in a tiny bathroom with a white dildo as a weapon.


  I hit the monkey across the face.


  There’s a meaty thud. The monkey shrieks its anger, turning around on the toilet. At first I think it’s trying to get away from the dildo, but a moment later it turns back with a huge revolver. A Smith & Wesson if I’m not mistaken.


  “‘By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes!’”


  I frown. That sounds . . . oddly familiar. But I don’t have time to ponder it any further. Not with a gun pointed at my face. I duck out of the bathroom, pulling the door closed.


  An explosion rings out, and a huge hole appears in the door. The bullet flies past my head, missing my cheek by an inch.


  A flash of pain. I reach up, feel something warm and wet. My ear! I feel gingerly around. There’s a nick taken out of my earlobe!


  That goddamn monkey shot me in the ear!


  I should have hit the little bastard harder.


  There’s another bang on the bedroom door. This time higher up. At around arm height.


  That gives me pause. How? Who the hell is banging on the door?


  I hurry over and put my eye to the keyhole. At first I can’t see a thing. Just a vague darkness. Then the darkness shifts back, lightening as it goes.


  My eyes widen. The spiders have clumped together again, this time forming a full humanoid shape. With arms and legs and everything. I can make out individual spiders scrambling across the figure, disappearing into the mass then appearing again.


  I jerk back, trying to fight down panic. What do I do? Jump out the window, probably breaking my leg in the process, or run past the weird spider-monster in the lounge? Nothing in life has prepared me for this situation.


  There’s a click behind me. I whirl around to see the bathroom door slowly opening. I catch a glimpse of an old rheumy eye appearing at knee height, peering cautiously out of the bathroom. I lunge forward, colliding with the door. It flies inward, hitting the monkey-pensioner and sending him crashing back against the toilet.


  The monkey’s still holding the gun. It tries to point it at me, but I grab its tiny wrist, pushing it up toward the ceiling.


  “‘Bloody thou art; bloody will be thy end,’” snarls the monkey through clenched yellow teeth.


  The gun goes off at the exact moment I realize the monkey is talking in Shakespearean quotes. The bullet hits the light. A flash of brightness, then the bathroom is plunged into darkness. Glass showers over my head as I bunch my fist and punch the monkey in the face.


  Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m not one for cruelty to animals, but demonic monkey-pensioners are different, right? They don’t count.


  I yank the gun from its hands and close the door. Back to the bedroom door. I peer through the keyhole but can’t see the spider-man anywhere.


  Now’s my best chance.


  I pull open the door and sprint out into the lounge. I skid in the blood and gunk leaking from Jorge’s sheared back, only just managing to right myself. I leap over the couch, heading toward the front door.


  I cast a quick look over my shoulder and instantly wish I hadn’t.


  The spiders are swarming across the roof toward me, a solid black mass of skittering, pulsating, arachnoid nightmare fuel.


  I open the door and run outside, slamming it shut behind me. I stuff the gun into the waistband of my jeans and run down the stairs, heading toward my pickup. I bang up against the truck. Fumble for my keys. A quick glance over my shoulder and I see the spiders erupting through the door, pouring over the balcony like a wave of sand and pooling on the asphalt below. Then they rise up, forming into the shape of a man that starts to run toward me.


  I wonder if I’m going mad. Did I inhale some dodgy chemicals today? Ingest some acid? Maybe that’s why the crime scene had been shut down. Some kind of secret government testing.


  Thing is, I’m not going to wait around to see if the spiders are real or not. They sure as hell look real, and right now that’s good enough for me.


  I unlock my door and climb in. Start the truck and wheelspin out of the parking lot, almost sideswiping a Humvee. The Humvee swerves to the side, honking, the driver leaning out the window to scream obscenities at me.


  I put my foot down on the gas, veering off the small roads and heading back to the south side. I check the rearview mirror. Nothing. Just normal LA rush hour traffic.


  What that means is I’m not actually moving very fast. Which is cool because it means no one else can come after me fast either.


  I need to figure out what to do. No—I need to figure out what I’m on. I need to get tested. So . . . hospital?


  Except . . . I don’t really feel high. I did acid once, and it wasn’t like this at all. Back then I thought I was an Egyptian solar god and the sun was trying to make out with me. I’d been blind for a week after staring up into the afternoon sky with a huge smile on my face. But it was worth it. The sun was a good kisser.


  But right now . . . I feel totally fine. Which I’m not. Obviously. Because . . . if I’m fine it means that what just went down actually went down. Which is crazy.


  I chuckle to myself, ignoring the creeping sense of dread and horror that is taking up residence in my stomach and spreading throughout my body.


  Crazy.


  Yeah.


  I flick the radio on. Old-school tunes. Kylie Minogue and the Locomotion. There we go. Good old Kylie. She’s still hot, even after all this time. She must be older than me, but she’s still bangin’. Yeah. There we go. Stop thinking about the massive spiders. And the creepy monkey man. Think about lovely Kylie.


  I hear it first, a dull crashing and crumping sound from somewhere behind me. But I refuse to take any notice of it as I sing along desperately to lovely Kylie.


  Then comes the screeching of tires. The heavy thud of concrete.


  I feel the panic rise up. Don’t look, I tell myself. If you don’t look, it can’t be real.


  The crashing sounds grow louder, accompanied by the blare of car horns.


  My eyes swivel upward, drawn to the rearview mirror.


  A swathe of slow-moving cars is being parted behind me, plowed aside into the concrete bollards as a huge eighteen-wheeler thunders through them.


  BARP! BARP! The air horn of the eighteen-wheeler.


  It’s impossible, I know that, but I feel like whoever is driving the truck locks eyes with me. Like I’m in a movie or something.


  The truck puts on a burst of speed, screeching and juddering through the traffic.


  I punch the horn. “Move!” I scream. “Get out of the way!”


  I hit the gas, bumping up against the car in front of me. The driver jams on his brakes, yanks the hand brake up, and gets out, swearing and gesturing at me.


  Until he sees the truck coming up behind us. He shoots back into his car and tries to get away.


  I drive forward, bumping and jostling the cars in front. They move aside as much as they can, trying to get away from the crazy driver, so I’m able to edge slowly forward, scraping past the cars and leaving behind a trail of very angry commuters.


  I wind down the window. “Look behind you, morons!” I shout.


  They do. That shuts them up. It also starts a panic that spreads through the slow-moving cars like the rumor of a raid at a whorehouse.


  Which is fine for me, because I make it to the off-ramp and shoot off the freeway, taking random turns until I find myself on a deserted piece of road huddled beneath a freeway overpass that curls overhead.


  I stop the truck and get out, straining to listen. Nothing. No horns. No screeching tires. No screaming motorists. I did it. I got away.


  I wipe the sweat from my brow and turn in a slow circle, allowing myself to feel some relief.


  But the thing about relief? It’s always a lie.


  Because at that moment a waterfall of spiders spills over the edge of the overpass and slaps to the ground only twenty feet away, quickly followed by the monkey with the old man’s face.


  “‘Brevity is the soul of wit!’” he screeches, bouncing up and down.


  I make for my truck, but the spiders are already moving in a tide toward it. They climb over each other to form into the shape of a man and slam the door shut, turning to me with a gaping smile replete with spider legs and the glint of black eyes.


  I pull the gun out and fire. It cuts a hole through the spider monster and hits my pickup.


  The monkey jumps onto the roof, screeching at me and jumping up and down.


  I shoot it in the head.


  It falls off the truck and hits the ground. Then I turn and start to run.


  Wait! What the hell am I doing? I skid to a stop and whirl around, my high school English classes coming back to me.


  “‘Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow,’” I shout. “Boom! Take that with your weird-ass Shakespearean quotes fetish, you creepy motherfucker.”


  Then I run.


  I don’t get far.


  The spiders have used the time to surround me. A wall that slowly starts to constrict, rising higher as it comes.


  I turn in a slow circle, my gun raised. I don’t shoot, though. Waste of bullets.


  The spider-wall stops moving. I notice movement behind it and see that there are more bugs coming. Beetles, centipedes, scorpions, more spiders. They stream from cracks in the road, from the weeds along the shoulder, rippling in streams that join up with the wall.


  The creatures shiver and rise up, taking on the shape of a man once again. The mouth opens, and a long tongue flops out (a brown centipede). The centipede rises up, making it look like the figure is licking the air.


  “Where is-s-s-s i-t-t-t-t-t . . .?”


  I blink, look around. Did that wall of insects just talk to me?


  “Where i-s-s i-t-t?”


  Yup. It did.


  “Uh . . .” I say, feeling incredibly stupid. “Where’s what?”


  “Give i-t-t-t-t to u-s-s-s.”


  “No idea what you’re talking about,” I say nervously. I look around. There are no cars around this little side road. They’re all up on the overpass. This is LA, for Christ’s sake. Why is there no one about?


  Not that anyone would do anything. They’d just record it on their phones, thinking I was filming a movie.


  Thinking this, I realize it’s a surprise that the cops haven’t turned up to check my filming permit. Someone gets shot? Nothing. Suspected of filming without a valid permit? The fucking SWAT team moves in on you.


  I hear a tiny plink sound behind me, like a vial of glass being snapped in half.


  I whirl around and find myself face-to-face with a figure that has a naked skull for a head. A skull with odd runes and drawings etched into the bone.


  The figure is holding a huge gun.


  I fire the revolver before I can even think about it. The bullet hits the figure in the chest.


  Which is pretty unfortunate, because the figure yanks off the skull—which turns out to be a mask—to reveal the pain-filled features of Crew Cut, the dude from the crime scene this morning.


  “You . . . dick,” he snarls, blood spilling from his mouth.


  Crew Cut drops to his knees. The massive gun falls from his grasp, hitting the ground.


  “And that’s . . . d-i-c-k,” he says, painfully spelling it out. “In . . . case you were wondering.”


  Then he dies.


  Chapter Three


  “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”


  I drop to my knees and prod Crew Cut Dude. He doesn’t move. I put my fingers to his throat. No pulse.


  Definitely dead. I mean, the huge hole in his chest is a pretty good indicator, but still . . . you live in hope. Especially in a situation like this.


  So . . . to recap. I, Harry Priest, am a murderer.


  I’m going down. Life behind bars.


  If I survive long enough, that is.


  I get to my feet. The spider-wall is drawing closer. Actually, I can’t even call it that anymore. The creepy-crawly wall is more fitting. I’m pretty sure I can even see a couple of snails trying to catch up in the background.


  It’s only about ten feet away now.


  Plink.


  That sound again. Like a tiny vial of glass breaking open.


  I whirl around and instantly stagger back, tripping over Crew Cut Dude and falling on my ass.


  Standing before me is a fifteen-foot-high . . . monster. It’s black and shiny, its body covered in some type of armor so that it looks like a beetle. A white, putty-like head has been shoved down into a hole on the top of its body, protected on the sides and back by a collar of glistening cartilage. Its eyes are black and empty, and its arms . . . its arms are long, tipped with lethal-looking talons.


  “Give me the coordinates,” the creature whispers.


  “The . . . ?”


  “Coordinates.”


  “Sorry. Don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.” I peer quickly over my shoulder, but the creepy-crawly wall is hanging back, content to let this creature do the talking.


  I fire the last few bullets in the revolver, but they do absolutely nothing to slow the creature down. I look frantically for another weapon and spot the gun that Crew Cut dropped lying about five feet away. It doesn’t look like any gun I’ve ever seen before—bone white, covered in bumps and knots—but at least it’s something.


  The creature steps forward.
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