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Prologue


Gerald Phalanx was six and unhappy when his family decided to move to the country. They moved north of a large town, by a lake that turned black at certain times of the year. The lake was one of the very few things that interested Gerald. He would spend a lot of time there during the black season, skimming flat rocks across the surface of the water. He loved the way the rocks would float and leave a little trail of ripples like a swimming reptile.
He didn’t get along with many of the kids at school, and showed sophistication above the level of his peers. He considered them country bumpkins.
“That’s an odd generalisation for a child so young,” his teachers would say.
“He’s never really been a normal boy,” Mrs. Phalanx explained. “He takes after his father.”
Gerald’s father was a vet who set up a small clinic in the country town. He’d found it hard to obtain clients as the town’s vets were already well established — the people weren’t comfortable with new business from the city. Gerald’s father shared his frustrations with his son and the two developed a partnership based on their exclusion.
When Gerald was older his father let him work at the clinic doing small jobs. Gerald enjoyed the sterile environment and his interactions with the animals. He said that one day he wanted to be a vet, which made his father very proud.
One summer afternoon a man came into the clinic with a pet python. The man complained that his python was more lethargic than usual, barely moving most of the day and finding it hard to capture and eat food. Dr. Phalanx took the python in, promising to study its habits and determine what could be wrong.
Gerald took an immediate interest in the animal, it being so different from the usual pets that came to the clinic. Gerald was allowed to administer its food and grew fascinated by the way it would eat, swallowing the mice whole. Despite his interest, after some days, feeding the snake began to bore him. Starving the snake was the next logical step towards an outcome he hadn’t yet imagined.
One hot morning, Dr. Phalanx was called out to a nearby farm to look at a flyblown sheep. Desperate for the work, he closed the clinic and left Gerald to mind the place while he was out. While his father was gone, Gerald got a pair of surgical pliers and removed the snake’s teeth. The thing moped meekly in his pale hands as he performed the operation with the efficiency of a surgeon. When he was done he took off his pants and held the snake at the end of his erect penis and let the reptile bite down on it. He helped the snake along with the process, all the while examining the expanded snake’s jaw. His heart beat faster than it ever had. He ejaculated inside the snake’s throat and then pulled it off him. He placed the python back in its cage and pretended nothing had ever happened.
When his father returned and went about his daily duties, he noted the missing teeth on the python and immediately called the owner.
“I’m afraid there’s something very wrong with your python,” he explained. “Its teeth have fallen out, it’s getting increasingly thin despite being fed more than usual and it seems that it’s excreting a clear fluid from its mouth.”
The snake was put down the next morning.
Phalanx gave up working at the clinic soon after, telling his father he had developed other interests. He would mull over these interests down by the black lake, skimming rocks over the water and watching the sun go down on the world.
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Part 1

LARVAE



Chapter 1


Detective Gill sat at his desk and looked around the room. There wasn’t much to do. There was never much to do in Hopetown and being a detective seemed like a wasted title. There was a knock at the office door and the department secretary came in, a small woman with an old face and wiry frame, named Kathleen.
“Graham, there’s a lady on line two. She says her daughter has gone missing. Are you able to take it?”
“Sure,” he said, and put the call on speakerphone. He sat back in his chair.
“Detective Gill.”
“Hello, Detective. My name is Margaret Moore. I’m calling from Mount Baker. It’s about my daughter.” The woman sounded about sixty, her voice was frail and shaky.
“Go on.”
“Vanessa… that’s my daughter, she lives in Hopetown and I haven’t been able to contact her for several days. It’s not like her. I’m beginning to worry.”
“Would she have gone on a holiday without telling you?”
“I doubt that. She has a baby and I don’t think she’d bother with the hassle.”
Gill reached for a notepad. “I can go out to her house and see if she’s there.”
“I’d like that. I tried calling there, though, but the phone just rings out.”
“What’s her address?”
“Oh, wait, let me just get it.”
The woman shuffled through some papers.
“56 Herbert St. It’s near the park with the golf course.”
“Yes, I know it,” he said, writing down the address. “Where does she work?”
“She works at a bar. The Green something. The Green Tavern? I can’t remember.”
“I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”
“Detective?”
“Yes?”
“Please find out what’s wrong. I’d hate to think something terrible has happened. She’s such a lovely girl. And her baby is the sweetest little angel.”
“Who’s the father?”
“He’s a troubled boy, but he’s harmless. He lives out in Templeton. He has nothing to do with her.”
“What’s his name?”
“Benny. Benjamin. Benjamin Leeman.”
“I’ll look into it, don’t worry.”
He took her contact details.
“I’ll speak to you soon, Margaret.”
He disconnected the phone and looked over his notes. They were barely coherent scribbles. He was losing his touch — getting complacent with the detective game. Perhaps this missing persons case was what he needed to get back into it and get his brain ticking again. He stood up, put his jacket on and left the office.
“I’ll be out for most of the day,” he said.
“But what if your wife calls?” Kathleen said, knowing that at 2pm every day his wife called him and they spoke for twenty minutes about nothing much at all.
“Tell her I’m busy.”
“Okay.”

Chapter 2


He arrived at Vanessa’s house a little past midday. The sky was overcast and the ground still muddy from overnight rain. The house was beige brick, coated in moss, paint flaked off the windowsills and the front lawn was littered with disused baby toys faded from sunshine. The neighborhood barked with distant dogs, engines started and stopped, screen doors banged shut and mothers called out to misbehaving children. It wasn’t a particularly good area and Gill had already begun to paint a picture of where Vanessa Moore may or may not be.
He knocked on the door and there was no answer. He strolled down the driveway to the back gate. He peeked through a hole and saw nothing but overgrown grass and a soggy wooden decking. He let himself in and walked up to the back door. He knocked again, and wandered to the side of the house peering through windows at dusty rooms full of unpacked clothes and more baby toys. He decided not to go in, as he hadn’t yet developed enough of a case. A visit to her work would hopefully answer some questions. He left the house as it stood and felt relief that this mystery was not so easily solved.

Chapter 3


He pulled up in the car park outside The Greenhole Tavern, a gunmetal grey building with a faux balcony draped in fluorescent banners advertising bands he’d never heard of. He walked across the gravel lot to the side entrance and disappeared inside.
His eyes took a moment to adjust to the dark. The place housed few patrons: men in their work clothes with mud up to their shins, glancing around disinterestedly. A large man with a ginger beard and long, filthy hair stood behind the bar drying glasses and placing them on an overhead rack. Gill approached the man.
“I’m Detective Gill from the local police. I’m looking for a young woman named Vanessa Moore.”
“Vanessa hasn’t shown up for work for a couple of weeks now. As far as I’m concerned, she doesn’t work here anymore.”
“What was the first day of her no-show?”
The man turned around and walked over to a piece of paper with the staff roster on it. He ran a dirty finger over a column and came back.
“Last Saturday. That was a week and a half ago. It’s stupid because she was begging me for more hours, said she needed the money, so I put her on four nights this week and she ain’t shown for one.”
“Her mother suspects she’s gone missing.”
“Doesn’t surprise me, a girl like that.”
“What do you mean?”
“She’s a looker. Got a huge set of tits on her.”
“So you’re saying it’s no surprise that somebody would kidnap her?”
“She’s not the kind of girl to stay away from bad news. Which is a shame, with her kid and all.”
“Do you know of anybody she was involved with?”
“Not by name. The dish hand, Adam, he’s friends with her, but he hasn’t seen her just the same.”
“Can I talk to him?”
“You can do whatever you like, Detective. He’s out back” The man pointed to a doorway at the back of the bar.
Gill walked into the kitchen and followed the sound of banging dishes. At the end of a narrow hall a young man was hunched over a sink, elbow deep in brown water. He looked up at Gill and then at the wall in front of him.
“I’m with the local police. I’m looking for Vanessa Moore. Your boss tells me you knew her. What’s your full name, kid?”
“Adam Hellier. I did know her.”
“Have you spoken to her recently?”
“Only at work, haven’t seen her otherwise.”
“What do you mean by you ‘did’ know her?”
Adam stopped what he was doing and looked at the wall in front of him again.
“I don’t know. Did I say that?”
“Yes, you did.”
“What I meant was, we hung out a bit when she first started here, but then she got pregnant and always worried about money. She kinda withdrew.”
“How old is her kid?”
“I dunno. She’s a baby. A year?”
“Has the father been around?”
“I don’t think so. I remember her telling me he lives a few towns over. Doesn’t want anything to do with it.”
“Is there anything else you can tell me?”
“To be honest, I really didn’t have a lot to do with her.”
“Well, if you hear anything let me know.”
Gill took his card from his jacket and Adam grabbed it with wet rubber gloves and stuffed it in his pocket and then got busy washing again. Gill went back to the bar and got the barman’s attention.
“I’m off. If you hear anything, call the station and ask for Detective Gill.”
“Sure thing.”
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EIGHTEEN DAYS EARLIER

Chapter 4


Vanessa was hungry and her baby, Heather, was famished. When Vanessa became a mother it was the one thing she swore to never let happen, but it did — her baby went unfed. She opened the pantry door and looked at the gutted selection of food on offer. Everything left in there was the same stuff her mother had bought her when she moved out of home a couple of years earlier. Stuff she was told she could use to make meals, but had never, to that day, bothered to cook. Chicken stock, canned tomatoes, pasta, an assortment of herbs and spices. There must be something I could make of this junk, she thought. She took some pasta from the pantry and opened the pack and took out the knot of edible wire. She then dropped it into a nearby bowl and boiled some water. When the water boiled she poured it over the pasta and let it sit. She left the kitchen and went to the living room where Heather sat on the old couch, sucking a dummy and looking confused. Not crying for a change.
She was a cute baby, Vanessa observed, nothing like her father. She would grow up to be as pleasant on the eye as Vanessa, though Vanessa’s looks were beginning to wane. Gotta stop smoking, she thought.
She sat beside Heather and stroked the top of her head.
“I’d date any crappy guy right now just to help pay the rent.”
Heather didn’t reply.
“Mummy’s doing it tough, girl.”
She got up from the couch and went back to the kitchen. She took a fork from the drawer and placed it on the lip of the bowl and drained the water into the sink. The noodles looked like a handful of wet, gray hair ripped from the scalp of a dying old woman.
“This is what it’s come to,” she said aloud.
She squeezed the last of some tomato sauce over the noodles and went back to the living room. She forked at the meal and ate it in awkward mouthfuls. She turned the television on and watched some ads. Heather began to cry at the sight of food but refused to eat any. Vanessa picked up the phone, turned the television off, left the room and called Adam.
“Hey. I need to score some stuff.”

Chapter 5


When Adam arrived he kissed her on the cheek and she let him into the living room. She grabbed at his pockets with flirtatious fingers and he told her to slow down.
“I should have told you on the phone: I need to pay you later if that’s ok?”
“Vanessa, you’ve done this a few times now.”
“I know, but I’ve always paid.”
“I had to chase you down on pay day and demand it.”
“Things are just really tough right now. But I’m getting more shifts at work.”
“So I’ll hopefully see more of you?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re so beautiful, ‘Ness.”
Vanessa shied away from him. “Can we get high now?”
Moments later Vanessa sucked the smoke from the burnt smack into her lungs and she thought about her face, her skin, how Adam was a dish hand and didn’t earn enough to be worth her while, plus he was younger. She didn’t like younger guys. She missed Benny, Heather’s father. She sat back on the couch and five minutes passed and soon she wasn’t awake, but not really asleep either.
“’Ness?” Adam said. He looked around the room, at Heather sitting under the waft of smoke hanging in the dense air. He smiled at the baby and the baby smiled back.
“’Ness, you awake?”
He left the room and went to her bedroom. He opened the top drawer of her dresser and took out a bra. He looked at the cup size on the tag.
“E’s,” he marveled, his heart beating.
He put the bra back and left her room and returned to the lounge. Vanessa’s eyes were open.
“I thought you’d left,” she said, her voice sounded forty years older.
“Nah, just went to the bathroom.”
“What do you want to do?” she asked.
Adam sat down beside her. He looked at the baby. “I want to sleep with you.”
“But we’re just friends,” she said.
“I know. Just for fun. And you won’t have to pay me for the drugs.”
Vanessa smiled and looked at Adam from the corner of her eye. “That’s prostitution, Adam. I’m not a prostitute.”
“I know, I didn’t mean that. I just think you’re lonely.”
Vanessa reached for his pocket once again and made a lazy moan.
“You want to get higher?”
She nodded, too duped to speak.
“Okay.”
Vanessa spent the next ten minutes getting higher and when she was incapable of moving Adam took her top off and sunk his face in between her enormous breasts. Then he took her pants off and bent her over on the couch, her body a silent and dead weight. He peeled her underwear down to her mid-thighs, not bothering to take them off entirely, and began to fuck her. He pulled out after some minutes of not feeling much and licked his fingertips and touched her asshole, lubricating it enough to not wake her from her stupor as he jammed his penis inside it. When he’d come he got up and put his pants back on and then dressed Vanessa. He carried her by the wrists out to her car and put her in the backseat. He went back into the house and collected a sleeping Heather. When he had them both in the car he locked the front door of her house and drove to a secluded part of town full of rusted factories and empty fields. The town’s industry had atrophied to a dank wasteland. This was a place nobody wanted to go. He was going to be on time.
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Chapter 6


Vanessa was sitting on a log with her back to a dense forest, weakly clutching her baby in her arms. She looked up at Adam, who stood before an enormous abandoned factory. Vines clutched to the red bricks that reached as high as the broken windows thirty feet up. There was the vague sound of running water in the forest behind her, the low hum of machines from the building. Everything seemed soggy and on the verge of rusting away. Adam was panting from exhaustion for reasons Vanessa did not know.
“Where am I?” Vanessa mumbled.
“This is the place you wanted me to show you.”
“What place?”
“Remember? I told you about that research company, how they wanted volunteers.”
“No.”
“I guess you were pretty high. They’re paying people top dollar to test foods and stuff. You wanted me to take you. Now we’re here.”
“I don’t remember talking about this at all.”
“You wanted to come here. It’ll help you pay your rent. Hell, you could do a lot more with what they’re paying.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I’ve rung the bell, they should be coming soon.”
“Who?”
“The people who run the tests. I’ve gotta go.”
“Don’t leave me here.”
“Your car is here, just drive home when you’re done.”
“But I don’t know where I am.”
Adam was already gone, vanished around the corner of the factory. She thought she mustn’t be far from home if he left without driving. She assured herself it would begin to make sense to her the more she went along. She needed the money enough to not get up off the log, and her body ached; her genitals throbbed. Her head was too cloudy to speculate why.
The roller door of the factory began to rise and she watched a man come into view, standing there holding the death switch on the side wall. He wore a white lab coat and black pants. His hands and face were pale, his features soft and bland like a defined crash-test dummy. He had a half smile and simply said: “Miss Moore,” the way a doctor calls you from a waiting room. She stood up, cradling her baby close. She bounced Heather in her arms like a shield as if to say, ‘don’t hurt me, I’m with child.’
“How did you know my name?”
“You called us earlier. You said you were coming in.”
“I did?”
“You did.”
Embarrassed, she began to believe him.
“Of course I did. That’s right.”
“Come this way, Miss Moore. We have many questions to ask you.”
She was lead into a portable office, the type commonly used on construction sites, and asked to sit down on a plastic chair before a desk. She was given a glass of water, which she downed in one go, desperately thirsty. The man introduced himself.
“I’m Dr. Ferngehn, operations assistant. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Vanessa.” He sat down behind the desk and pulled from the drawer several pieces of paper stapled together at the corner. He began by asking her name, getting her to spell it out. Then her address, occupation, he asked if she had any close relatives staying with her. She answered thoroughly, wanting to seem as capable and enthusiastic about the program as possible, worried her drug use would come under speculation. The questions veered towards what seemed irrelevant to Vanessa.
“How do you know Adam?” Dr. Ferngehn asked.
“Adam? I work with him. I know him from work.”
“He drove you here, is that correct?”
“Yes. What’s he got to do with anything?”
“Not much really, we just like to know how test subjects are referred to us.”
“Oh, ok.”
“And your child, does your child have any special needs?”
“Heather’s fine. My baby won’t be getting involved in… whatever it is I’m doing here. What am I doing here?”
“Your baby will be fine, we just don’t want the thing dying on us while you’re incapacitated.”
“Excuse me? Inca-what?” She began to panic.
“Please, go sit.” He pointed to a small couch at the rear of the office.
“I am sitting.”
“Yes,” he smiled, “but in a moment you’re going to pass out and we think the couch is a better place to do this.”
She looked at the empty glass on the bench.
“Go and sit down, Vanessa.”
She clutched her baby tight in her arms and stood up, wondering if she could make it out of the office and flee, but standing only made the drugs work faster, and she stumbled onto the couch. She looked down at her baby.
“Whatever you do, please don’t hurt my child.”
She made herself comfortable knowing that soon she’d be too drugged to move. Her mind filled with vague ideas of what strange atrocities possibly awaited. She began to mumble a lullaby, perhaps for the baby, but more for herself. She just wanted her mummy to come and tell her everything was going to be okay.

Chapter 7


Vanessa woke up strapped to a bed in a dark room. The walls were made of concrete and soaked from rainwater seeping through the shabby iron roof. There was nothing in there but a toilet and a small hand basin with a blot of flattened glue above it where a mirror used to be. She could hear wheels moving toward the door outside. The door opened and another man came in, wheeling a television on a steel frame. He was tall and thin with white blonde hair, sharp features you could cut glass with, and baby blue eyes.
“I am Dr. Phalanx. You can call me Gerald.”
“What the hell is going on?”
“Watch.”
He plugged the television into a power socket and pressed play. The screen flickered to an image of long grass.
“I don’t understand,” she argued. “Where’s my child?”
“Your child is fine,” he said. “Watch the video.”
The video went from the thick grass to a clearing where a large python lay, slowly consuming a goat, headfirst. There was no sound on the video, just the silent swallowing of a full sized goat by an enormous python.
“I think you have the wrong video.”
“This is the right video.”
“Where is my baby?”
Dr. Phalanx put his finger up to his mouth then he pointed at the television. “Watch.” Vanessa watched the video.
After some time she began to seriously panic and started thrashing around in the bed but soon exhausted herself.
“What? It’s a fucking snake eating a goat. What about it? What is going on, you fucking psycho?”
The Doctor stood there and stared at her with a little twinkle in his eye. He looked at the snake on the screen, finally enveloping the goat inside its body. He raised a little pale finger and held it before him like a glowing stick of magic. He slowly moved his finger towards the screen and pointed directly at the snake.
“This is what you will become.”
He turned the television off, unplugged it and wheeled it out of the room without another word.
“Where’s my child? Who the fuck are you people?” she screamed.
The door closed with a heavy thud and the room was dark once again. She began to cry. She comforted herself with the idea that it was some kind of psychological experiment where everything would be ok in a minute; that she was just being toyed with. She looked around the room for cameras recording her every move, but it was too dark to see such a thing. She wished she could remember the conversation with Adam that had brought her there, although it occurred to her then that perhaps it had never happened.

Chapter 8


Detective Gill heard the call on the fax machine from the breakfast table.
“What could that be?” his wife asked.
“I had the office fax over a photo of the girl I’m looking for,” he said, walking into the study.
“Well, that seems like a good start,” she said, not exactly joking.
He took the page from the fax and turned it over to examine the girl. It was a photo from her graduating year. Her hair was long and dark, her teeth white. What happened? he thought.
The phone rang in the kitchen.
“It’s like a call centre in here,” his wife said. Gill listened to her stand up and pick up the phone. “Hello?”
Silence.
“Graham,” she yelled, “it’s for you.”
Graham took the phone from his wife and listened. Still holding the photo in his other hand, he wrote something on a nearby pad, then hung up.
“What is it?” his wife asked.
“They’ve found a body.”

Chapter 9


Graham pulled up beside another police car on the disused bridge on Croft Road. He walked to the edge of the stone construct and looked down at the other police and emergency services, scouring the surrounding area for evidence. In the middle of them lay a body, face down in a clear creek no more than eight inches deep. Gill walked down the side hill to the body and a deputy officer came up beside him.
“We haven’t turned her over yet, thought we’d wait ‘til you got here.”
“Thanks.”
Gill bent down to move the body.
“Ah, sir?” the deputy said.
“What is it?”
The deputy handed him a pair of gloves. “Oh, of course.”
He put the gloves on and the surrounding officers gathered closer. He got a firm grip on her shoulder and flipped the body up out of the water. Her face made a wet suck as it sprung from the mud. Several of the deputies turned away, one of them began vomiting in the nearby grass. Detective Gill looked at the dog stuck down the girl’s throat and was suddenly overcome with a panic he struggled to conceal. The skin was glazed and blue where the throat had expanded to fit the small canine. Her eyes were open and rolled back, the life long departed. The dog’s hind legs stuck from her face like the tail-end of one bounding leap, or perhaps a meal unfinished. Neither option made sense to Gill. He stood up and looked around at the other men, hoping one of them would explain it, like it was a new thing kids were doing that had gone horribly wrong. Wait, what was he thinking? What kind of activity would involve swallowing a dog?
“Is this your girl, Gill?”
“No,” he said, “the girl I’m after is in her mid-twenties. This one here’s only about fifteen.”
The forensic men got to work and Gill walked away to clear his mind. When he came back he asked them what they’d found.
“Her body has undergone some… procedures. Recently, it seems. Like her breast augmentation is quite recent. Her face and neck have a series of minor scars, likely the work of a professional surgeon. There’s something also quite odd about her genitals.”
“What is it?”
“Aside from being quite sexually active very recently, there seems to be some kind of fat injected into the labia. It’s a form of pussy pumping.”
“A form of what?”
“It’s a sex thing.”
“Any ID?”
“She was dumped with no clothes on, but we’re still searching the area. No form of identification found yet.”
“Keep looking.”
The deputy stood by him. “I didn’t think I’d ever see something like this in little Hopetown.”
“Me either.” Gill turned to the deputy, “What’s going on in this world?”
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Chapter 10


Vanessa woke up and everything was blue and warm. She was lying on a plate of glass and surrounded by fluorescent lights. She looked down at her naked body and felt her skin burning. She pushed on the top of the tanning bed and a chain tightened by her side. She was locked in there. She called into the dark room beyond the bed. She yelled and screamed and eventually a hand lunged in holding a cattle prod. She shrieked and attempted to brush it away, copping a zap on her forearm that sent her body into a momentary spasm.
“Be still!” a voice said from the dark.
She was still, and her tanning continued.

Chapter 11


Vanessa woke up tied to a chair with a gag in her mouth. The chair was on wheels and somebody was behind her wheeling her, through a corridor and whistling. She heard distant screams bouncing off the high rooftop of the factory. Other people! Her mind shuddered to think what was happening to them.
She worried about Heather, but she’d cried too much already. The only thing that stopped her crying was presuming Heather was dead and that she would soon be too, and then they could be together again. The idea crumbled when she was taken to a room where Dr. Phalanx sat holding Heather. The orderlies placed her in front of a mirror and she could only laugh when faced with her dreadful state. The crying had reddened her eyes and her skin was now golden brown, a tan she’d never dreamed of achieving. A Mexican man with a big moustache walked into the room, came up behind her and started to play with her hair.
“Turn her to face me,” Dr. Phalanx said.
The Mexican man complied. Dr. Phalanx sat with his legs crossed, one arm cradled Heather’s tiny body. He toyed with the girl’s arm. “Say hi to Mummy,” he said. He made her arm flop up and down. Much to Vanessa’s relief, her baby seemed ok.
“Do you understand why you’re here, Vanessa?” Dr. Phalanx said.
The Mexican removed the gag but she refused to speak.
“I am a doctor. A surgeon. Ever since I was young I had the urge to correct people. To fix the misfortunes placed upon them by god. I started out doing this on socially acceptable terms; first I was a trauma surgeon, then I moved on to plastic surgery. Both valid professions. But plastic surgery didn’t satisfy. It’ll only ever go so far. Common people will only ever go so far. They only want to enhance their beauty to a set standard, one they’ve decided on before getting the work done. It just seemed like a such a waste to me when you consider the possibilities of what can be done when you merge the imagination with the flesh.”
The Mexican glanced at the insane doctor and then got back to work on her hair. Vanessa barely listened, focusing only on her child and what the doctor was doing with his hands while he held her.
“Women were not made properly,” he continued. “Women are born as diamonds in the rough; with many imperfections. Women have got to be the blandest excuses for animals in existence; the white noise of all living things. I admit some are gifted, but often lacking in other areas. Despite this, by default, women need physical manipulation of an extreme kind.”
Vanessa began to thrash around in her chair. The Mexican stood back, scissors and comb in either hand. He looked at Dr. Phalanx. “I can’t work like this,” he said.
Dr. Phalanx gripped Heather’s leg and held her upside down before him. Vanessa jolted still, watching with burning eyes at her dangling baby.
“You will sit still and silent or else I’ll hold this thing upside down until it gets brain damage and spends the rest of its life a retard, and there is nothing sadder than a retarded baby. You never know, it might be an improvement on the horrible cunt she’ll grow up to be. Now, will you be still?”
Vanessa nodded desperately and Dr. Phalanx cradled the baby once again.
“You just saved some poor nurse from having to wipe her ass every day until death, well done.”
He sat up straight.
“What was I talking about? Oh yes, manipulation. A woman’s body needs to be manipulated to coincide with man’s desires. Otherwise, in her original state, she is simply a walking mistake. god’s mistake. What I’m doing here is working to fix those mistakes. Giving women their purpose back.”
He sat and pondered for a moment.
“Look at it this way, if a woman bends over in the forest and nobody is around to stare at her arse, does her arse still exist?”
He sat there and stared into the distance for some time. Vanessa remained still, fearful of the doctor, as she finally understood just how crazy he was.
Dr. Phalanx stood up from the chair and placed Heather onto a nearby tray.
“When you’ve finished making Vanessa pretty, prep her for surgery.”
He wheeled the tray out of the room, the baby writhed, cold on the mirrored surface like a specimen before dissection.
The Mexican spent the rest of the afternoon making Vanessa blonde.
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Chapter 12


Vanessa woke to the sound of dripping. The room was the same one she’d been sleeping in for several nights. The damp and grim industrial interior had begun to attune to her idea of a home.
Her arms and legs weren’t strapped to the bed and she slowly made the effort to get up. She felt a wave of dizziness from the residual effects of the drugs she’d been fed. She took slow steps towards the door and hugged the doorframe. Peering around the corner she saw a hall with two other rooms and an exit at the far end.
She walked past the rooms, both dark inside, and went to the end of the hall. The exit was locked. By the door there was a small table and a chair. On the table lay an ashtray and a lighter. She grabbed the lighter and went back down the hall to one of the other rooms and went inside and lit it. The first room was much the same as her own: bed, toilet, no windows or doors. She left and went across the hall to the other. It was much larger and littered with filthy white linen piled up all over the floor, mounds of it casting shadows of mangled beasts.
Something moved under a blanket. Vanessa froze. She directed the light towards the thing and the flame blew out. She flicked it back on frantically. Her panting caused the flame to waver.
“Who’s there?” she said.
The blankets moved again. She stepped closer towards it, thinking maybe they’d put Heather in there.
“Heather?”
A small hand pulled back a sheet. Wet, dirty flesh tones were visible in the dim. Vanessa’s heart was beating out of her chest, terrified by what strange atrocity might be nearby.
The thing’s face birthed from the shroud of material, eyes black and glazed, wincing at the light, trying to focus on Vanessa.
“Can you help me?” the girl asked.
Vanessa came over to her and pulled back more of the sheets. The girl’s breasts were inflated so dramatically that she didn’t have the strength to stand. Her lips were so fat she could barely open her mouth. Small holes on either side of her top and bottom lips bled yellow pus that smelled of cat’s piss, crusted like dried remains of macaroni and cheese.
“What’s your name?” Vanessa asked.
“Tiny,” the girl said in a squeaky voice.
“Tiny, I’m going to help you.”
Vanessa cleared away some of the sheets restricting Tiny’s legs and saw that her genitals were horribly mutilated, like mince meat pushed through the opening of a handbag. Below the mess of her vagina lay a puddle of black, watery feces. Vanessa pulled her up out of the mess, almost vomiting from the roused stench. She held the girl’s boobs close to her for support, cradling Tiny’s head on her shoulder.
“I’m very hungry,” Tiny said.
“When was the last time you ate?”
“I don’t know. I’ve been here a while.”
“Do you have any family?”
“I’m good at sex.”
Tiny gulped on the side of Vanessa’s face, the expanse of her mouth was large enough to almost engulf her head entirely. Vanessa felt warmth and an intense sucking. She didn’t understand what Tiny was doing until she broke her head free and let Tiny fall to the ground. The girl slithered across the floor towards her. Vanessa backed away and tripped on a pile of linen, falling back and losing the flame. She grabbed at the ground beside her, desperately feeling for the lighter. She lit it again as Tiny crawled over the top of her with an enormous gaping mouth, flicking a forked tongue in circles, deep in the depths of her wet and black maw. Her eyes rolled back as she lowered her head dumbly over Vanessa’s face, weighing down her prey with her mammoth boobs, a tonne each. Vanessa brought the lighter up to the top of Tiny’s gums and burnt the inside of her mouth. Tiny slammed her jaw shut, cupped her mouth and slid away leaving black entrails of slime discharging from her anus. Vanessa ran back into the hall and went for the exit again, rattling the knob. She heard her pursuer coming after her. Tiny’s hands emerged from the room, gripping the doorframe. Both arms pulled her wet mass into the hall and she turned her body towards Vanessa as if smelling her in the air.. The monster lurched forward. Vanessa picked up the chair and shielded herself, jabbing at Tiny with the four small legs.
“Stay away from me,” she shrieked.
The thing came at her, in slow and blind lunges. Vanessa saw the opportunity and jammed the chair legs into the expanse of Tiny’s mouth. Tiny adjusted her jaw to fit the thing in and began to gulp down the chair. It didn’t get far before the legs halted at the entrance of her chest and the pressure began to rip her skin. Blood spilled from internal puncturing in Tiny’s neck and she gargled a scream, her voice box so distorted she no longer sounded human. Tiny thrashed around bleeding to death and Vanessa weaved around her and retreated back to her room. She sat in a ball on the corner of her bed, holding out the lighter and flicking it on every ten seconds, terrified that Tiny, or perhaps something else, would eventually appear in the doorway. Tiny’s screams finally stopped and Vanessa calmed herself enough to sleep again.
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Chapter 13


When Vanessa woke, two men were standing over her bed. One held her down as the other gagged and blindfolded her. They grabbed her by the hands and legs and strapped her down to a nearby stretcher and wheeled her into the corridor. She could smell Tiny’s remains in the hall as she passed and could hear the men kicking her body aside.
After a short journey she heard a door close behind her and the blindfold was taken off. She was in an operating room. The walls were made of white sheets stretched over metal frames, shadows of other people passed behind them. Dr. Phalanx was there with two assistants, including Dr. Ferngehn. The stretcher was placed in the middle of the room and Dr. Ferngehn clamped the wheels. He removed the sheets from over her body and peeled off her underwear and bra. Her cooked pigment looked alien to her against the white of the sheets. Her nipples, once pink and large, were now shrunken and brown. She was always warm. She could see what the doctor was doing to her, turning her into the common man’s ideal woman: a porn star. She didn’t know how snakes fit into it though. Her guess was influenced heavily by her encounter with Tiny. They were going to do terrible things to her jaw.
Dr. Phalanx stood at the side of the room with his back to her. He was mulling over a selection of balls placed in order from smallest to largest on an instrument tray.
“Size is always an issue,” he said. He turned to her holding the first ball in the selection: a tennis ball. “See this? This is bullshit. This is your upper middle-class college girl breast right here. This is turning eighteen and getting your parents to buy you boobs for your birthday. This is college blowjobs, trophy wives and swimsuit models. This is useless to me.”
He placed the ball back down on the bench and picked up the next one: a softball.
“This isn’t bad. Getting warmer. This is your high-end stripper, the redneck housewife, biker porn, Playboy.” He walked over to Vanessa and cupped her enormous breast in his cold, pale hand. The other one clasped the ball like a big ripe apple ready for eating. “Your boobs are already too big for these. They would just hang from your chest like overgrown tumors and cause your skin to stretch and sag like old bags of rice. Not very attractive.”
“What’s wrong with you?” Vanessa asked.
“Nothing is wrong with me! It’s you that’s imperfect.” He stepped back and threw the ball high up towards the factory roof. It came down somewhere at the far end of the building and something smashed. “Oops.” He went back over to the bench and returned with a red bowling ball.
“I love bowling,” he said. “I love the heaviness of the balls, the sound of the pins when they explode. It’s so simple and effective.”
He held the ball over his head and stood over Vanessa.
“I can’t tell you how much I’d love to smash your face in right now. Bowling balls have that effect on me. I always want to destroy things with them. I’d love to get a whole bunch of little babies and send them crawling down a big hill. I’d stand at the top and just randomly throw bowling balls down. Imagine how the baby would explode on impact.” He put the ball back down to his waist and stared into the distance, lost in his imagination. “Patches of stained red grass. Rotting baby limbs at dusk. The sound of cicadas and laughter; picnics with madmen by the black lake at noon.”
He broke from his daze and looked down at the ball and back up at Vanessa, who cried silently, certain she was going to die at the hands of this lunatic.
“But this is not for you. You’re a hard bag to fill.”
He walked back over to the table and hugged a beach ball, turning to her with an enormous smile. “Amazing!”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Vanessa protested.
“Yes. I am kidding. This is a pipedream of mine. Something like this would take years of stretching. And we don’t have that much time.”
He bounced the ball around the room, off the heads of his assistants, watching to see if they’d crack smiles.
He took a scalpel from the instrument tray and cut a long line down the side of the ball, the thing deflated and fell limp in his rigid hand. “I fucking hate the beach.”
He walked back over to the bench where the last ball sat and picked it up.
“I don’t like basketball,” he said. “I remember once when I was a kid, I used to think that playing basketball made you taller, and that was why the players were all so tall. It never occurred to me that tall people had decided to play basketball. It seems a little simple doesn’t it? If you’re tall, you become a basketball player. That’s it? Why not become some kind of human daddy long legs, and go around poisoning people smaller than you? Drink their blood. Rape some midgets… Options, Vanessa.”
“Are you going to put basketballs inside my breasts?”
“No, no, no. Not basketballs, just implants the size of basketballs.”
“My god!”
“It’s all a part of making you perfect. Your boobs will be small enough to keep you mobile, but too big to go out in public. You’ll be a housebound plaything. Back problems wont be an issue if you’re lying down all day, legs wide open, mouth gaping, these two giant orbs rolling around on the top of your chest. You’ll be my best work yet.”
“That will never happen.”
Dr. Phalanx stared her down then smiled. “Yes it will.”
He turned to Dr. Fernghen. “Administer the anesthesia.”
Vanessa struggled, but soon gave up. The mask was placed over her mouth and Dr. Phalanx pressed down on her throat.
“This is just the beginning,” he said, and she faded into unconsciousness.
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Chapter 14


Detective Gill entered the autopsy room where he met Forrest, the district’s coroner. Forrest had performed the autopsy on the girl found in the creek. Her body lay on its back under sharp white lights. The dog that was removed from her mouth jutted from a large metal bowl on the bench at the side of the room.
“Detective Gill,” Forrest said, “I’ve just finished.”
“What have you found?”
“Very strange things,” he said. “Come. Look.”
Gill and Forrest stood over the body of the unknown girl.
“You can see that her breasts have undergone augmentation surgery — very recently by the looks of it. The scars are still quite fresh.”
“They’re big.”
“’Bout as big as bowling balls, Sir.”
“Yes they are. What else?”
“The toxicology reports haven’t been finalised yet, but we seem to have found a number of separate DNA results from samples taken from her anus and vagina.”
“How many?”
“At this stage we’ve isolated ten.”
“Jesus. Does it look like rape?”
“It’s hard to say.” Forrest moved over to her genitals and spread her legs slightly.
“What is that?” Gill gasped.
“Her vagina has been injected with human fat taken from another part of her body — likely the buttocks. The labia has been inflated to maintain the tightness of her vagina, but you see here,” he pointed to an under section of her vagina where the flesh was marbled blood red. “The friction from the intercourse has caused the surface to open and the fat has leaked inside her vaginal canal and is rotting all the way up to her uterus.”
“That’s what that smell is.”
“Like a thousand rotting fish, sir.”
“Like a thousand rotting fish.”
“Then it gets interesting.” Forrest moved back up towards her head. “The face seems to have undergone some kind of procedure. It’s not a facelift; the scars are all in the wrong places. Some advanced surgery has taken place ranging from her eye sockets to her lower jaw. It may have something to do with how she fit that puppy into her mouth.”
“Interesting,” Gill said, scratching his chin.
“What’s interesting is the cell makeup of the skin and muscle surrounding the area. We took a sample of her flesh and found that it had an elasticity not common to rigor mortis. She’s been injected with a localized, unknown muscle relaxant that enabled the area to function while simultaneously performing movement beyond the capabilities of a normal human jaw.”
“How could she breathe with that in her throat?”
“Breathing would’ve been difficult. Only a small portion of air could get to the lungs while the dog was in her mouth. The process would involve a lot of time and discomfort and very minimal movement.”
“Like a snake.”
“Funny you should say that.”
Forrest led Gil over to the dog.
“This is where it gets really weird.”
“How so?”
“Well. As you can see, the dog’s head is almost gone, eroded away like it’s been placed head first into an insinkerator. This happened once the dog was already inside her mouth. We took samples off the dog and found that the erosion was caused by a rather acidic saliva, or a combination of that and general stomach acids. She has digestive qualities similar to that of a reptile such as a crocodile or a snake.”
“What does this mean?” Gill asked.
“The dog was already being consumed before it was entirely swallowed.”
“How can a human body withstand that kind of acid?”
“That’s what’s so amazing about it,” Forrest said. “The same toxin inside her face and neck also lines the entirety of her digestive system. Through its ability to strengthen human flesh and make it withstand enormous amounts of pressure, the acid has no corrosive effects on her organs.”
“That is amazing. This is big. There’s a lot of work gone into this girl. We’re after people who a very organized.”
“It seems that way, doesn’t it?”
“What was the cause of death?”
“It’s funny, because it could have been any number of things, considering, but this girl died from a combination of shock and malnutrition.”
“She died of hunger?”
“Perhaps that’s why she attempted to eat the dog, sir.”
“Perhaps. I can’t imagine it just crawling up there.”
“Not many people can, sir.”
Gill paced the room, shaking his head. Forrest stood and watched him, feeling the Detective’s anxiety.
“I can’t help but think this has something to do with my missing girl.”
“The Vanessa girl, sir?”
“Yeah. I think somebody out there is turning her into one of these… these Snake Girls.”
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Chapter 15


Gill arrived at the house of Adam Hellier, a small flat near the river docks. He knocked on the door and heard footsteps in the house. Adam answered and made eye contact with Gill and immediately shut the door again. Gill went for the handle and then stood back and kicked it open. Adam was already running to the back of the house and Gill pursued. Adam cornered himself in the bathroom and Gill pulled his gun out and pointed it right at Adam’s face.
“Now I know you know something. Where’s Vanessa?”
“The girl had it coming to her. She was wasting her life away. She had nothing to live for.”
“She had a baby girl.”
“She didn’t give a fuck about her kid.”
“Well I do. I’m going to put my gun down and you’re going to tell me where she is.”
“Am I under arrest?”
“At the moment you are, yes. But if you help me, maybe that can change.”
“Alright. I’ll show you where she is. But this can’t get back to me. If they know I led you to them they’ll kill me.”
Gill put his gun down and grabbed Adam by the arm. “Come with me, we’re going to my car. If you try to run, I’ll shoot your knees out.”
They left the house and went to the car. Adam sweated in the passenger seat. He tried the door when Gill wasn’t looking. He was locked in.
“Is she alive?”
“I don’t know!”
“Where is she?”
“At the factories off the highway. Freemont Rd.”
Gill started the engine and they drove off.
“What’s there?”
“There’s a group stationed out there, doing experiments on people. They were offering top dollar for participants.”
“How did you get involved?”
“They approached me at work.”
“They wanted you to take part?”
“Not exactly.”
“What then?”
Adam broke down crying. He hid his face in his hands and shook his head. “They wanted Vanessa.”
“They paid you to get her for them?”
“Yes.”
“You’re a pretty low dog, Adam. Some friend you are. How much did they pay you?”
“Ten thousand dollars.”
“Do you have any idea what might be happening to her right now?”
“I have no idea.”
“Well, I have some idea, and let me tell you, it ain’t pretty.”
Gill pulled the car off the freeway and they came out an underpass. Large empty fields were on either side of the road, fenced off to intruders. Scraps of highway debris littered the area like abstract sculptures in an enormous wasteland. Adam wanted to vomit just remembering the place.
They travelled a few kilometers down the empty road where it met the beginning of the forest. It started to rain. At the end of the road there was a t-intersection that led to two separate groups of factories. Adam pointed to the right. “It’s down there.”
They passed a line of abandoned factories. On the other side of the road stood a wall of forest, dauntingly black and seemingly endless — no escape.
“It’s here, it’s this one,” Adam said, pointing to the place where he’d left Vanessa. The same roller door, the log she sat on when he abandoned her. “Her car’s gone.”
“Probably at the bottom of a lake by now.”
“Oh, god, what have I done?”
They got out of the car and approached the building. Gill pressed on the bell.
“I can’t be seen here,” Adam said.
“You know what I’ll do if you run.”
“They’ll kill me anyway.”
“Don’t worry, you’re with police now.”
“That’s the problem.”
There was no answer at the door and Gill motioned Adam to follow him around to the side. Gill held his gun before him, cautious as he passed empty dumpsters and burnt out oil drums. “Smells like death.”
Gill saw a small window high up at the top of the wall. “I need to take a look. Wheel that bin over here and I’ll climb up.”
Adam pushed the bin under the window and Gill stacked some boxes on top of the lid and made his way up to the window. He looked inside the filthy glass and saw nothing but a dark, wet and empty factory floor. “There’s nothing here,” he said, and turned to Adam who’d by then vanished. “Shit!”
Gill climbed down the boxes and jumped off the bin and ran to the front of the factory. The car was still there, the keys safe in his pocket. No sign of Adam. “That little rat.”
Gill looked far down the road but couldn’t see him. He turned to the thick forest and thought he could be anywhere. He didn’t have the energy to search for him.
“Looks like you’re walking, kid.”
Then something caught his eye in the thick shrubs. He made his way through the trees and came to the strange colorful thing draped over a branch, so very out of place.
“A beach ball?”
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Part 2

OPHIDIAN



Chapter 1


Vanessa woke up to find her breasts wrapped in bandages. The enormous mounds protruded from her chest, so large she couldn’t see her feet. She stood up from the bed in her little room and almost fell flat on her face from the weight of the things. There was a light on in the hallway and she saw somebody had placed a full size mirror in the room. She went up to it and punched it, trying to break a piece off to slit her wrists, but the mirror was just a sheet of tin.
She barely recognized herself. Not only had they done her boobs and hair, but her lips had been plumped; swollen like two fat slugs. She looked more and more like Tiny every day. She went over to the toilet and sat down to piss, but the urine sprayed everywhere. She felt her vagina and it was as fat as a snake-bit horse. Every step she took she could feel her clitoris rubbing between her legs. She felt shamefully aroused and soon her mind drifted to all the cocks she wanted to consume, what great pleasure she could give a man with her new body. Despite the slave nature of her situation, she felt sexually powerful; in some way, perfectly desirable. She got up from the toilet and walked over to the mirror. She undid the bandages and let her enormous boobs breathe, the skin so tight around the implants that she could see her veins. Her nipples had been pierced and were chocolate brown from the tanning. She got down on her knees and imagined sucking an enormous cock with her big fat lips, gulping down gallons of cum until it made her vomit. Her fingers worked her mutilated vagina, tight as a closed fist. She shoved her other hand into her mouth and began to fist her throat, oddly aroused, surprised she’d never tried it before. She couldn’t remember if she’d ever been able to fit her hand in her throat. She was on the verge of having a long overdue orgasm when the sound of a baby crying distracted her from her fantasy.
“Heather!”
She stood up and, draped in the bed sheets, peered down the unmanned hall. She left her room and walked to the far door. She tried the knob and found it open. Could she escape? Looking the way she did, did she really want to? She exited the hall and found the main factory floor. The floor space was divided by hundreds of moveable corridors made of white sheets, all cordoned off to make a hundred or more rooms. Somewhere in amongst them was her child. She listened for the crying and crept slowly between the walls, watching every turn to make sure one of Phalanx’s orderlies weren’t coming the other way. Some semi-transparent walls were stained with blood splatters on the inside, like bodies had exploded on the operating table and then left to rot. The smell made Vanessa queasy.
She heard talking nearby, footsteps coming her way. She panicked and unzipped one of the rooms and ducked in to hide. She stood back from the wall to blur her shadow and somebody grabbed her ankle. She gasped and cupped her mouth. She turned around and saw on the floor a naked woman kneeling on all fours heaving wet gargles of piss-smelling breath. She had a big transparent bag of organs on her back; her lungs, her stomach, even her heart was visible, beating away inside the gel casing. Tubes connected it to the base of her stomach where they entered through her belly button.
“Are you okay?” Vanessa asked.
The woman turned her head up to look at Vanessa. “Not in a million years,” she said, her voice was robotic like she spoke through an electrolarynx. The woman gave a silent cough and a small ball of mucous hit the floor in front of her, quickly followed by a gallon of dirty water. “It’s coming,” she said, and a pair of baby feet appeared from her mouth, soon the abdomen followed, and finally the head; the bulb expanding the woman’s neck to unnatural proportions. The baby hit the cold concrete, dead as a rock, and slid away in the wet puddle of slime. The woman grabbed at her stillborn child and hugged it close to her. She began to sob.
“I’m so sorry,” Vanessa said, shedding a tear.
The woman’s heart began to bleed inside the bag, drowning the organs in blood. The color ran from the woman’s face and she slumped to the ground clutching her dead child, both souls freed from their turmoil and Vanessa wished she had her child back so they could die, too. She turned to the desk and looked at the woman’s chart. Her name was Regina Harris, she was twenty-nine. The title of the chart simply stated: Oral Pregnancy. Vanessa wondered what her experiment was, The Snake Jaw? She put the chart back down and went to the door and listened. The coast was clear and she unzipped the door and snuck out again. The sound of her baby was still echoing off the high roof and she followed it.
She came to a room with a little television screen in the centre. There was a video playing of a baby lying on an operating table. It was Heather, she was crying. This was what she’d heard. The video went static and turned off. Vanessa screamed and left the room and ran around the complex demanding to know where her baby was. She tripped on a severed arm and fell to the ground. Two orderlies appeared and took her away.
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Chapter 2


Dr. Phalanx sat on an easy chair behind a desk and looked up at Vanessa and smiled as she was brought before him.
“Good to see you up and out of bed.”
“Where’s my girl?”
“Your little girl is right here.” Dr. Phalanx walked over to a curtain and pulled it across to reveal a little playpen. Heather crawled around on the floor, enclosed by a little plastic fence shaped in a circle.
“Oh, Heather!” Vanessa cried out.
“We’ve taken very good care of her. She was a little picky with food though, so we had to make some adjustments to help her appetite a bit.”
“What did you do?”
“Let me show you.”
Dr. Phalanx went over to a drum by the wall and lifted the lid. A little murmur of squeaks sounded from the barrel and he reached in and pulled out a big gray rat, holding it by its tail. He carried it over to the playpen and dropped it in.
“Let’s see what happens now,” he said, crouching down by the fence.
The rat did a full circle of the playpen looking for a way out, when it couldn’t find one it slowly approached Heather, sniffing the air.
“Take my baby out!” Vanessa pleaded.
Dr. Phalanx turned to her, the corner of his mouth curled upwards. “You should be worried for the rat.”
The rat got close enough for Heather to grab it and, with lightning speed, the baby clasped the fat thing in both hands. Heather dropped her head back, facing the sky, and slowly lowered the rat into her ever-expanding jaw. Heather’s eyes rolled to the back of her head as she slowly sucked the rat down into the acidic bucket of her little stomach.
“You butchers!”
“Butchers? I’d say we did a great job, barely a scar on the girl. At least she’s eating now.”
Vanessa struggled to break free.
“I’m going to rip your head off.”
Dr. Phalanx walked over to the drum and put the lid back on.
“Sedate her and take her back to her room,” he said. “She’s got a big day tomorrow.”

Chapter 3


Detective Gill and Deputy Warren pulled up outside Vanessa’s house.
“I should have done this the first time I came here.”
“You didn’t have a warrant then.”
“No, but it could have saved her life.”
“No use dwelling on the shoulda coulda, Detective.”
They got out of the car and went up to the front door and broke it down. They walked slowly through the house.
“What are we looking for?”
“I don’t know. Anything that can give us some clue as to who these people are.”
They went separate ways, Gill towards the bedroom. He stood in Vanessa’s doorway and looked around at all the clothes sprawled out on the floor. The cot was in the corner, towels draped over the railings, a half eaten banana on the dressing table nearby — black and rotten. He went up to the dresser to examine a photograph of Vanessa holding her child in the hospital; the father next to her. They all looked so happy. He thought he should get in touch with the father, let him know what’s happened to his daughter. He wondered why he hadn’t already; could have been a good lead. He figured he was just getting sloppy; too old. He wasn’t cut out for a case like this anymore. Perhaps he never was. Hopetown had never had a case like this.
He opened a jewellery box and found a little collection of empty baggies. All of them had powder residue in them. He picked one up and sniffed it.
“A damn shame,” he said to himself.
“Detective!” Deputy Warren called out from the other side of the house, Gill made his way quickly towards him.
“What is it?”
The two men stood in the bathroom over the bathtub looking down at a pool of black slime.
“Smells like shit, Gill.”
“Yes, it does.”
“Should I take a sample?”
“You’d better.”
The two men searched the rest of the house and found nothing but mess, as if a child left to its own devices lived there. They stood at the door about to lock it up and tape it off. Gill stared down the length of the shadowy hallway.
“What is it?”
“I thought I heard something.”
“There’s nobody in there, we looked everywhere. Probably just a rat or something.”
“Or a snake.”
“Sure, but there ain’t no snakes around these parts. Not this time of year. More likely a rat.”
“More likely nothing at all.”
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Chapter 4


Vanessa woke up tied to a king size bed in a lush hotel room. It looked like the Grand. The curtains were shut, but the light was on. There was a large room service food tray beside the bed. She’d been transported overnight to this place, with no memory of how she got there. She’d been showered, shaved, and the white bra and panties she had on were clean. The bedroom was empty, but sounds were coming from rest the of the hotel suite. She figured she was there for somebody’s entertainment. Somebody had paid for all this. She could only wait.
She shook at the neckties around her wrists. They were tight but with a bit of work she thought she might be able to loosen them.
Then something ran across the next room, a person, not a man, too small. She paused and listened. She could hear frantic footsteps building up into a frenzy and then stopping with a stomp. They came again and the person ran past the doorway another time. It looked like a boy, about 11 years old. She felt comforted, knowing there was a kid around. Perhaps he could help her. She sat still and stared at the doorway. After some time the boy peeked around the corner of the doorframe and looked at her.
“Hey, little boy. Can you untie me?”
The little boy vanished around the corner again, but she could see his shadow, he was still there.
“Come back. What’s your name?”
The boy peeked around the corner and revealed more of his face. He had light brown hair, green eyes, pale skin. He was wearing nothing but a pair of black, satin boxer shorts.
“Wanna help me out of this bed?”
The boy entered the room reluctantly. He came up to the end of the bed and bobbed down and peeked up at her.
“What’s your problem, kid? Are you a retard?”
The boy didn’t answer, but it was clear to her the boy was mentally disabled.
“Come up here and untie me.”
Vanessa jerked at the ties again, gradually loosening them.
The boy stood up and came over beside the bed. His hands didn’t tremble, nor his face show any fear as he pulled off Vanessa’s bra and panties. He hopped up on top of the bed and played with her boobs, rolling them around in circles over her chest.
“Did your daddy get you all this?”
The kid seemed to think for a moment then vaguely nodded. His attention reverted over to the food tray beside him. The boy looked at his blurred reflection in the silverware and smiled, before lifting the lid off to reveal a large platter with an enormous black dildo on it, as thick as a thigh, shaped like an overgrown penis. The boy picked it up clumsily.
“What are you going to do with that, kid?”
“Shove it down your throat.”
The kid lunged forward holding the dildo like a stabbing weapon high above his head. He slammed the end down on Vanessa’s mouth, almost breaking her teeth. She tried to push her head away, but the boy kept hitting her face with it, trying to get it inside her mouth. Eventually she gave up and opened her mouth and the boy pushed the enormous thing far down into her. Vanessa’s eyes opened wide in shock, then rolled back. The boy began to thrust the thing in and out of her mouth, her jaw easily taking the mass. The boy had a little erection sticking out from the top of his shorts and he smiled and squinted and cried, completely incapable of interpreting such stimulation with his jumbled, retarded brain.
Vanessa’s violent struggle eventually tore the ties from the bed and she grabbed the dildo from the boy and removed it from her throat. She pushed the kid to the end of the bed and watched his sudden panic. She ran to the door and closed it. She came back at the kid and started to beat him with the dildo. She got him on the floor and smashed his teeth in. The boy cried and tried to escape but he was just that little bit too slow. Vanessa didn’t stop beating the boy until he stopped moving, gurgling on his own blood. She stood up and saw the boy was still erect, his penis jutting from his bloody torso, clean and untouched. It pulsed with his heartbeat, then a little fountain of jizz spurted into the air and the penis stopped pulsing and the boy was dead, face crushed like a stomped-on cardboard box.
Vanessa threw the dildo to the floor and went to the door. She searched the entire hotel room and found she was alone. She was, however, locked in. She went over to the window and saw a city outside. The room was ten stories up and the streets below were unrecognizable. She had no idea where she was. She went back to the bedroom, put on her underwear and went into the lounge and sat on the couch, waiting for whoever it was that was inevitably coming for her.
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Chapter 5


Gill stood in the kitchen watching his wife make a sandwich for him.
“I’ll be going out on the road today.”
“Where are you going?”
“Gonna go up to Templeton to see the girl’s ex. Talk to him face to face.”
“What are you going to tell him?”
“That we haven’t found her, or the baby. That it’s unlikely we will, alive anyway.”
“That’s a crying shame.”
“Yes it is.”
She wrapped the sandwich in tinfoil and put it into a paper bag and handed it to him. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and left the house.
He arrived at the Templeton trailer park at noon and drove around the small streets until he found the camper belonging to Benny Leeman. He got out and knocked on the camper door. Benny answered.
“What can I do for you?”
“I’m Detective Gill. I’ve been looking for Vanessa Moore and her child, Heather. You’re the father, is that correct?”
“That’s correct.”
“Can I come in, Mr. Leeman?”
“Yeah, ok.”
Benny sat down on the small sofa in his trailer, across from him the television chatted away with midday infomercials. Gill stood there looking at the rough little guy, his crummy belongings, and he thought the whole picture quite sad.
“Vanessa’s ma’ called me a couple of weeks ago, asking me if I knew where she was. She said she’d gotten a detective to look into it.”
“That’d be me.”
“Have you found anything? Any leads?”
“The situation isn’t good. She was kidnapped by an illegal organisation. It looks as though she’s involved in the sex slave trade.”
“My god! Vanessa? This can’t be.” Benny broke down. “And what about Heather?”
“Heather went missing with her, we don’t know of her whereabouts either.”
“Do you think they could still be alive?”
“It’s quite likely. But I’d say she’s undergone some level of… abuse.”
“Who are these people?”
“If I knew that, I’d be knocking on their door instead of yours.”
The television played a news update. Somebody had gone missing. Benny turned the volume up and they both watched a report on a Senator’s missing boy. It said the boy suffered a mental condition and can’t identify himself or understand where he is. The Senator came on the television and pleaded for anyone with information to come forward.
“People just get snatched up all the time, don’t they, Detective.”
“By the black mouth of the devil. Swallowed up overnight.”
“I tried with her, I really did. To be a good dad; a good husband. Sometimes people just aren’t built for certain things.”
“I hear you, Benny. I’ve been thinking that way myself lately.”
“Is there anything I can do?”
“I don’t know. Maybe swing by her house and clean the place up. Listen for any phone calls, she may escape and come home.”
“I could do that.”
“Thanks. I… I mean we, at the department, need all the help we can get on this one.”

Chapter 6


Vanessa was shoved into the back of a van by Dr. Phalanx’s orderlies. She fell hard on her back and lay there with her hands tied behind her while Dr. Phalanx and Dr. Ferngehn sat on either side. Dr. Phalanx reached down to her crotch and grabbed at her vagina and ripped the thing apart, blood and fat burst between his fingers. Vanessa’s scream was deafening.
“That’s what you get for being such a cunt. Do you know who that boy was? He was the son of our entire source of funding! And now he’s dead because of you.”
“The little shit deserved it.”
“He was just a harmless little retard, you didn’t have to kill him. His father was just trying to allow him to taste the fruits of his wealth. But now that this has happened, we’re finished. If only you’d been the subservient little snake bitch you were supposed to be.”
“I won’t do a fucking thing you tell me to do. I’ll bite off every dick that comes near me.”
“And I’ll remove your fucking teeth and feed you to a pit of dogs.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“YES I WOULD. Your little stunt back there has ruined the whole operation. We need to pack up and move now.”
Dr. Phalanx turned to Dr. Ferngehn. “How do you feel about Europe?”
“I quite like Europe,” Ferngehn said.
“Great. And it’s summer at the moment. Yay!”
“What are we going to do with her?” Dr. Ferngehn asked.
“I’ll have a think about it. Whatever it is, it won’t be nice.”
“Wonderful.”

Chapter 7


When they arrived back at the factory she was dragged out of the van and thrown into her room. An orderly came up and punched her in the side of the face, knocking her out.
She woke up sometime later to the smell of burning flesh. She could hear movement all over the factory. It sounded like they were packing up. She hadn’t believed them until then and feared it meant her death was coming. To die would be a nice escape, but how they were going to do it made her extremely anxious.
The door opened and Dr. Phalanx stood there looking at her. He was holding a shaved chihuahua under his arm. The pink canine was writhing around like a giant baby mouse, slick and covered in oil. Dr. Phalanx dropped the dog on the ground and left the room, shutting and locking the door behind him.
The sounds in the factory continued until some time in the early morning. Vanessa had tried the door many times, begging to be let out, starving to death. She wandered over to the centre of the room and the chihuahua approached her and began to lick her hands. She patted the oily dog and hugged it, longing for her baby. She held the dog before her and began to cry.
“I’m so sorry.”
Vanessa enclosed the dog’s head in the expanse of her open mouth and felt it trying to breath as she swallowed the head. Tears ran down her white eyes as the dog’s forelegs folded back at her lips and snapped, the whole of the dog disappearing down her gullet, bones crushing, skin corroding, suffocating. She was no longer hungry.
She woke after a long sleep and crawled over to the toilet. Her anus began to discharge a black slime that left her body with the ease of running water. She got to the bowl, sat and pushed out the white remains of a dog skull. It floated on the surface of the slime like a drop of milk in a barrel of oil. She looked up to see the door to her room was open.
The factory was empty. The floor space cleared entirely except for a small crate in the centre. She approached the crate and unwrapped the cloth inside it. Heather lay sleeping as though nothing had happened at all. Vanessa cried tears of joy as she woke her baby up and examined her body for any harm. She was fine. She left the factory with Heather in her arms and found an old hessian sack and wrapped herself in it. She walked home in the middle of the night, not daring to let anyone see her body in its current state.
When she got home she put Heather in her cot and took a shower. Her body was alien to the homely environment. She went through all of her clothes trying to find a top that fit, leaving a pile all over the floor. She examined her torn vagina and wrapped it in gauze.
“Mummy’s going to the doctor tomorrow,” she said. “Gonna get myself all back to normal and put this behind me.”
She slept with Heather beside her that night. “The nightmare is over, baby.”



Part 3

MOLTING



Chapter 1


In the morning Vanessa woke, changed Heather and got dressed. She went to the kitchen and opened the fridge and the only food left was a bunch of bananas.
“Not too bad — edible.”
She took a banana from the fridge and began to eat it. She went to the bedroom and broke off a piece and fed it to Heather. Then there was a knock at the door. Vanessa grabbed Heather and tippy-toed out of the room. She went to the living room and peeked through the curtains and saw a man standing at the door. He looked like a policeman, but she couldn’t be sure. The man walked around to the side of the house and Vanessa panicked and went to the kitchen. She moved the kitchen table to one side to get at the basement door. She opened the latch very quietly and crept down the stairs, shutting the door behind her. She put the light on and tended to Heather, hoping she wouldn’t cry and give away their hiding place. She barely used the basement since Benny had left. He used to fix up old bicycles down there. A few still sat in the corner collecting dust. She waited for some time, listening to the floorboards, hoping the man wouldn’t come inside.
When she hadn’t heard anything for a while, she put Heather into a small drawer and shut it, keeping her secure from the tools lying around the basement floor.
“I’ll be right back, baby.”
She went back up the stairs and peeked into the kitchen. Not seeing anyone she went into the lounge and looked out the front window. The car was gone.
“Phew,” she said, relieved.
She went back down to the basement to retrieve Heather and when she got to the draw she found it open and Heather missing.
“Heather? Where are you?”

Chapter 2


Benny left his trailer at ten in the morning, a bag of clothes over his back and a world of promise in his eyes. His neighbor, Ed, was sitting outside and he looked over to him.
“This is the earliest I’ve ever seen you up, Benny.”
Benny walked over to Ed, a big proud smile on his face.
“What you up to?”
“I’m going back home, Ed. Gotta go help my wife and little girl. They’re in trouble.”
“That why you had the police here the other day?”
“Yeah. Vanessa’s involved in some heavy shit. Gotta step up, be a man, take care of her.”
“Well, best of luck to ya, Benny.”
“Thanks Ed.”
Benny got into his car and skidded off. On the highway he dreamed of all the ways he’d get Vanessa back. It would start by saving her, getting her out of that world. Away from the porn, drugs and prostitution she’d fallen victim to. He was going to show her he could live like an honorable man. Maybe even join the sheriff’s department, work for old Detective Gill, fighting the evils of the world, one piece of scum at a time. It was all going to be so noble.
He slapped down on the steering wheel and shook his head. “Yeah!”
He arrived in Hopetown mid-afternoon, reminiscing about the old places as he passed them. He passed the old ice creamery where he took Vanessa on their first date. He passed his parent’s old house and flipped the bird at it.
“I’ll show you, Ma and Pa. Gonna go be a man. Get my family back. You said I was a loser and didn’t deserve them. I’ll show you.”
He pulled up outside Vanessa’s house and went straight for the garden stone where he kept a spare key underneath. It was still there and he smiled proudly.
“Never knew about my spare key, did you, Ness?”
He let himself into the house and put his bag down. He walked around the place expecting to find her there before remembering that she was missing; that he had to work to get her back. There was some serious detective work to be done before he could be reunited with his baby.
He went into the bathroom and washed away the black slime in the bath.
“I don’t know what this stuff is, but I guess it’s payback for not being around to change all those nappies.”
He went around the house collecting photos, bills and receipts, things he thought would make good clues to piecing together this puzzle. He placed them all on the kitchen counter. I need an office, he thought.
“The basement!”
He lifted the hatch to the basement and recoiled from the smell.
“Must’ve left something rotting down here,” he said, and went down the stairs.
He got to the bottom and stared at the floor before him with profound confusion at the sight of a dead baby half eating a strangely deformed dead woman who looked a little like Vanessa.
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