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Chapter One

Light filtered through the dense canopy above, scattering shadows over the single track path that rose over a hump in the terrain. Fallen logs crossed the path at various intervals, though some effort had been made to clear the larger ones to keep the path open.

Lori took in a deep breath, smelling the faint scent of wildfires as she stopped to look around. They were happening hundreds of miles away, but the stink had settled over the area, making the air a haunted orange during certain parts of the day.

Still, her friend had insisted on going on this hike, even though the air quality was bad, and she couldn’t refuse. Anything was better than sitting around in her hotel room for another day, feeling sorry for herself.

Lori sweated, stumbling over a set of roots. She made a strangled cry as her knee hit a stone. Why had she been foolish enough to agree to this?

“Are you okay?” asked Pastel, turning to lend her a hand. “I have some wipes and bandages in my backpack if you skinned it.”

She pushed down her unsettled emotions, allowing her best friend to pull her back to her feet. Sighing, she prodded at her knee. “No, it looks like I only have some colorful indentations. I’ll be fine.”

Pastel gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s only a half mile to the next crossroads. We can decide to turn back there, if you’re not feeling up to more of this.”

“No!” exclaimed Lori, shaking her head. “It’s been over a month since we’ve seen each other, and I’m not going to let this opportunity slip away!”

A dog’s bark distracted both of them, coming from somewhere over the rise. “What’s going on?” shouted Pastel, leaving her behind as she trotted up the trail.

A male figure appeared, a red leash in his hands. “Just some of the local wildlife,” he said in a tenor voice, indifferent. “Joker found something else to tickle his fancy.”

An enormous black dog with a short snout trotted up next to the man. The saggy folds of his skin gave him a wise appearance, floppy ears draped over his skull. A fat, red tongue lolled out of his mouth, a cheeky grin on his face.

Lori frowned. She was probably reading too much into it, but the dog looked insufferably smug, almost as though it was teasing her.

No, that was crazy talk. It was just a dog. It didn’t know how much she loathed dealing with animals. Smelly, slobbery, dirty things.

That was one of the many reasons why she didn’t have any pets, which, of course, didn’t help her loneliness. This was made worse by the fact that her friend had become much less available lately.

Pastel had been spending most of her time with her new husband instead of Lori. It was hard not to be resentful of this fact, but it was true. Ever since the wedding, she felt as though she had become a third wheel instead of a best friend, and it was slowly eating away at her soul.

He didn’t even have a prestigious profession, for heaven’s sake! Why Pastel had opted to marry a plumber, she would never know! She was a PhD student in archaeology, and he had graduated from a community college!

When she had first recognized her resentment, she had tried to break out by going on a few dates, but none of those had led anywhere. After that, she had sunk into a slow depression, losing hope that her life would ever change.

To shake herself out of the slump, she had decided to take a vacation to visit her friend, but once she had arrived in the city, she found herself paralyzed, unable to decide what she should be doing with herself.

That’s why she had agreed to go on this hike, even with all the potential downsides. She was falling apart internally, and needed some way to get out of her head, even if only for a little while. Escaping the hustle and bustle of city life was a refreshing change, at least.

If only her husband didn’t own that damn dog!

She didn’t particularly dislike Roberto, but there was no way she was going to expend the effort to get to know him better as long as he had that animal around. And since Pastel was inseparable with Roberto, the three of them were a package deal. Damn.

Roberto glanced at her knees, his forehead creasing into a frown. “You’re dirty. Here, let’s get you cleaned up.”

Before she could react, he passed the dog leash to Pastel, swinging off his backpack and rustling around inside. Retrieving a small towel, he used some water from his water bottle to moisten it so that he could pat at her legs.

Blushing, she lifted her arms into the air as she stared at the dog, who had decided to circle around behind her. A wet nose pressed into her butt, followed by a loud chuffing sound. Bastard.

He knew she was uncomfortable around him, so he was getting into her personal space. Just like a dog.

She sighed, folding her arms over her blue t-shirt, which contained a team of cutesy cartoon heroines. It was a gift from Pastel, but the appliques were fading, just like their friendship.

She shook her head as Roberto finished cleaning her off, trying to shake off the malaise that was threatening to ruin their day out. “Thanks, that’s kind of you,” she said, forcing herself to be pleasant.

He packed the towel away and zipped up his bag. “Sure thing. Look, I know you’re uncomfortable around Joker, but he’s just a friendly idiot. If you give him a chance, he’ll roll on his back and let you scratch his belly.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she muttered. “Look, let’s just accept that I’m not the biggest fan of big dogs, and we can move on. We’ll learn to tolerate each other, how about that?”

“Good enough,” he sighed, retrieving the leash from Pastel.

She pressed her lips together as she caught him rolling his eyes at her best friend, clicking his tongue to encourage his dog as he stormed back up the path.

Pastel approached, resting a hand on her shoulder. “Come off it, pea, he means well.”

She couldn’t stay angry when her friend was acting like this. The consternation on her face smoothed out, and she gave Pastel a wan grin. “I know that, pod, but you gotta admit he’s attached to that dog at the hip.”

“Joker’s not so bad, you’re just being mean,” admonished Pastel. “You haven’t really given them a chance to show their best sides. You always seem to expect the worst from them.”

Lori made a noncommittal noise, but she knew her friend was right. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll try my best to be less standoffish.”

She shook her head. “I’m going through a lot of things right now, I guess I’m taking it out on others. I’m sorry.”

Pastel gave her shoulder a squeeze. “I get that, and I’m here for you, pea. You just gotta stop keeping everything balled up inside. You can still talk to me whenever you need to. You know that.”

The dog barked from somewhere down the trail, followed by a strange cry. “Get off me!” shouted Roberto, followed by a nasty growl from Joker.

“What the hell is going on?” exclaimed Lori, her heart thumping in her chest as both of them turned and ran up over the rise in the trail.

Joker was at the full extension of his leash, snarling as he bit the arm of a man in the center of the trail. He was wearing a pair of jeans, but his shirt was in rags. His head tilted up as they approached, frazzled hair sticking out at odd angles. His eyes were fully dilated, spittle flying from his lips as he punched at the dog with his other hand.

“He scratched me!” exclaimed Roberto, doing his best to pull Joker off the man, but the dog refused to budge, shaking off the blows from the intruder.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he shouted at the stranger, but the man only made a wooden clacking sound in response.

When Joker refused to let go, the man bent his head forward and roared. She spotted a lumpy bulge at the back of his neck as a strange buzzing sound filling the air. A bulbous, shiny carapace launched out of his mouth, sharp pincers reaching forward to spear the dog’s mouth on either side, grabbing at his tongue

Beady, black eyes dotted either side of the carapace, wide pupils staring at the dog. Joker yelped, his jaw letting go of the man’s arm. The bizarre creature immediately pulled back into the man’s throat, a visible bulge forcing his adam’s apple to protrude.

The strange buzzing noise sounded again, and the man turned and leaped into the undergrowth. His dark form vanished among the bushes, crackling sounds following his progress as he darted away.

Sudden silence returned to the forest, the trees swaying idly as if nothing had happened. Everything had happened, though. In a brief moment, their entire world had been turned on its head.

Pastel ran up to her husband, grabbing at his arm. “What the fuck was that?” she exclaimed, looking over the long, thin scratch marks. “We’d better get this cleaned up!”

“It’s not too bad,” mumbled Roberto, pulling away from her as he tugged at the leash. “I want to see what he did to my dog!”

Joker returned to his master, ears down and tail wagging, a whine coming from his throat. “Good boy,” said Roberto, placing his thumb at the back corner of the dog’s mouth. “Come on, let me see your tongue. Don’t be shy.”

Joker whined again, but his jaw dropped open, throat flexing as he panted. Roberto grabbed his tongue, swinging it back and forth to examine it quickly. “Looks like he’s been stabbed by some kind of claw,” he remarked. “Doesn’t seem too bad, thankfully.”

Pastel grabbed a first aid kit from her bag, opening it up to take out a packet of sterile gauze. As someone who must go on hikes with her husband often, she must have been prepared for something like this.

Applying some water, she mopped up the small trails of blood running from Roberto’s arms. “They’re not that deep,” she declared. “I think you can go without bandages.”

He gave her a thankful grin. “You always take care of me, chica. That’s why I love you so much.”

She pressed her forehead against his and giggled, the two of them having a moment. Lori groaned internally, but it didn’t seem like the strange man was coming back. Joker was unbothered, sniffing at the vegetation at the side of the trail.

Something had changed about the nature of the forest after the unusual encounter, however. Whereas before it had seemed bright and welcoming, now the thick foliage could be masking practically anything.

The hair stood up on her arms as she turned her head back and forth, looking for any motion on the uphill side of the slope, but there was nothing. There wasn’t anything behind them, was there?

She spun around, a cold sweat settling over her shoulders. No, it was clear back there, too.

That didn’t mean much, though. There could be an army hiding in these woods, and they’d never see them from the trail.

Legs itchy, she flexed her toes in her hiking boots. “Guys, I think we should head back,” she said, not liking how the branches on each side of them appeared to be reaching out towards her.

She blinked, and the malevolent feeling passed. “We should find the authorities and warn them there’s a crazy person out here.”

“Agreed,” said Pastel firmly. “Come on, let’s go. I’ve had enough for the day.”

Getting to their feet, they lifted their backpacks and turned around, picking their way down the trail they had just climbed. A desolate silence settled over them as they concentrated, keeping their thoughts to themselves.

This made the hike even more oppressive, and after a few minutes, she couldn’t contain herself. “What the hell do you think that was?” she asked, her spine tingling with fear.

“Just a crazy man in the woods,” mumbled Roberto, his head shifting to glance behind them. “We’ll report him to the authorities, and they’ll send a team to deal with it.”

“That wasn’t just a man,” retorted Lori, feeling hysterical. “He didn’t bite Joker with his mouth.”

Pastel’s face was pale. “Stop it,” she hissed. “You’re just scaring us more. It was probably some kind of fake magic trick, a practical effect.”

Lori shook her head. “I know, it seems unbelievable, but I know what I saw.”

She pressed her lips together, turning her attention back to the trail and increasing her speed. She wasn’t surprised that her friend was trying to dismiss it. It was too unbelievable to be true.

Something had altered that man in a way none of them understood. Was he some kind of escaped lab experiment? A virus that changed the man’s tongue into…a beetle?

She had heard of the tongue eating louse, a parasite that replaces a fish’s tongue, but this was something more, something stranger.

Wind swirled around them, causing the branches to rustle. Were they about to be attacked again? Or would a bunch of camera operators jump out of the woods and ask them to sign release forms for a new reality TV show they were filming?

She shivered, but neither of those things happened. Instead, her bladder began to throb with an insistent pain. Damn, this was the worst possible time for her to need to go.

Swallowing, she considered the various possibilities, finally deciding that she didn’t want to march the last mile with wet pants.

Groaning to herself, she squeezed her thighs together and stopped. “Guys?” she said in a small voice. “I have to piss.”

Joker padded forward and sniffed at her crotch. She frowned at the dog, but he gave her that smug grin again, seemingly unworried by the injuries he had sustained earlier.

“Well, there’s an outhouse at the trailhead, but that’s still a fair distance away—I don’t think we’re going to make it that far,” rumbled Roberto. “I’d suggest going out here behind a tree, but after that encounter, I think we’re all pretty spooked. What do you want to do?”

She glanced at Pastel, who seemed less scared than she had before. This served to firm her resolve. “I’m not a scaredy cat,” she said in a strong voice, trying to convince herself. “But I won’t go too far, either, just behind that one.”

She pointed at a gigantic tree, its tall canopy spread out high above. It was easily wide enough to hide her body while she did her business, with a clear area around the base that would allow her friends to watch for any potential attackers. There also seemed to be a small pathway beaten through the undergrowth by off trail hikers that led over and down the slope beyond.

“Okay, if you say so,” said Roberto dubiously. “Are you sure you don’t want to take Joker with you for protection?”

She looked down at the panting dog, spotting the red tinge of blood on his tongue. “No, I think I’ll be alright,” she said faintly.

Turning off, she padded down the side trail. It was barely a path at all, with uneven ground and broken branches threatening to stab her from either side.

She stopped at the trunk, noting a cavernous hole that led to its center. The interior appeared to be pretty rotted, and eventually, the tree would collapse due to a lack of support. That wouldn’t happen any time soon, however, and she was pleased to find that there was no wildlife hiding in the hollow.

She definitely didn’t need to be startled right now. Everything was already plenty spooky. She would just circle around the trunk, do her business, and then they’d get out of here.

The path became pretty rocky, and there was a steep dropoff on the other side of the tree. As the path descended, it made a series of switchbacks into the crowded forest floor below.

She couldn’t see anyone or anything down there, so it seemed safe enough, for the moment. Taking up a position on a narrow ledge behind the tree, she unbuckled her jeans, slipping them and her panties down around her ankles.

There was just enough room to stand, making this an awkward proposition from the start. A man would have simply stared down the slope and let loose, but she was going to need to spread her legs a little and squat to perform this operation without wetting her legs.

Men were such idiots! They would never understand how good they had it!

Bracing her arms against the trunk, she flexed her legs, thrusting her ass out. If there was anyone watching, they’d catch a full moon, but at this point, she was beyond caring.

Staring at the tree, she waited for her bladder to respond, noting the curious symbol carved into the bark of the tree. It looked like an ancient hieroglyph. Probably a prank scribed into the trunk by a teenager as a prank.

The pressure inside her released, a trickle of urine splashing down the slope. Sighing, she closed her eyes, her pulse throbbing as relief flowed through her loins. She must have been holding it in for longer than she had thought, the fright of the encounter distracting her from the needs of her body.

The flow slowed to a stop, and she sighed, pulling her underwear back into place. She was about to reach for her pants when she felt a sharp pinch from her arm. Ow!

She gasped as she looked for the source, spotting a large, black bug with a three piece body. The head protruded from the front of a rounded carapace, the bulbous end of its furry chest planted firmly against her skin. The spines of its stubby legs poked at her as its antennae waved in the air.

Its mouth parts were stained red with her blood, a small trickle coming from a tiny wound on her forearm. Before she could react, it darted forward, ramming its head into the painful area.

She shouted in surprise and alarm, swiping her hand at the bug to get it off her. A faint buzz sounded as it took off, its large body blurring towards her eyes.

Panicked, she waved her arms about, trying to swat it out of the air, but it was refusing to leave her alone. “Go away!” she yelled out, clapping her hands together in an attempt to kill it.

What the fuck was that? Oh, shit!

Her legs wobbled as she lost her balance, her pants tangled around her ankles. Falling backwards, her butt landed on a bush, spinning her body around.

Dizzy from the motion, she stuck her hands out in an attempt to arrest her fall, but it was too late. Sliding down the slope, she cried out again as she rapped her skull against the ground, and then there was nothing.


Chapter Two

There was a susurrus in her ears, a moaning, buzzing voice, and then her eyes snapped open.

She immediately wished that they hadn’t. The searing blue sky that pierced the crowns of the trees above her made her eyes water, a pounding headache drumming at her temples.

For a long moment, she couldn’t remember who or where she was. She had been injured, somehow, and she should remain still to avoid breaking anything further.

The soft sounds of the forest slowly began to make sense again, the sensation that she was underwater beginning to clear.

“Lori!” shouted Pastel from somewhere up and behind, panic in her voice. “Where are you?”

She swallowed, clearing the dried saliva from her lips. “I’m down here!” she croaked out, her voice weak.

A dog barked, and there was a rustling sound from somewhere up the slope. “Where?” asked Pastel, sounding a little closer.

“Here!” she tried again, wheezing as she began to cough. Shit.

Her vision swam as a concerned face appeared above her. “I think I really screwed up this time,” she said, giving her friend a wan grin.

“No kidding,” replied Pastel, kneeling next to her. “You’re kind of messed up there. Are you feeling pain anywhere?”

“I think I hit my shoulder, and I’m having a bad headache,” she complained, remaining still.

“Any numbness or tingling?” she asked, moving a hand over Lori’s face.

“No,” she said, frowning. “But there’s something poking me in the back.”

Pastel removed her hand, studying Lori’s eyes intently. “No problems there. I think you’re okay to move,” she said, running a hand down her back. “Looks like you’ve just landed on a branch that’s bothering you. Roberto, can you lend me a hand?”

Her husband joined them, reaching down to grab Lori’s right shoulder. Together, they raised her into a sitting position, dusting her off. She blinked, reaching up a hand to press her fingers into her forehead. “I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.”

Pastel grabbed at her arm, frowning as she examined the small wound. “What’s this?” she asked. “Looks like you’ve been bitten.”

“It was a bug,” shrugged Lori. “Kind of inconsequential in the scheme of things, but the little bastard caused all this.”

“Looks like a spider bite,” opined Roberto. “Pretty big raised bump.”

Pausing, Lori lowered her arm, taking a look herself. The area where the beetle had bit her was swollen, about the size of a walnut, looking red and ugly. “Huh,” she said, nonplussed. “Maybe it was worse than I thought.”

“We’ll keep an eye on it, just like we’ll keep an eye on you,” muttered Pastel. “You’re coming back with us tonight. Since you hit your head, I’m going to monitor you for the next twenty four hours to make sure nothing gets worse.”

“Okay,” frowned Lori, a little reluctant. “In my current state, I don’t know if it’s a good idea for me to drive.”

“I can handle that,” volunteered Roberto. “We just have to get out of the forest, first. Let’s get you put back together and test out the trail. Hopefully you haven’t injured an ankle in the fall.”

Oh. Her pants were still clinging to her legs, weren’t they. She blushed, crossing her arms over her panties. “Don’t look!” she hissed, embarrassed.

“I’m not,” replied Roberto gruffly, his head straight and level. “I’m making sure nobody is creeping up on us.”

Once again, she had blamed him for an imagined fault. She was mortified. “See that you do,” she snapped, leaning down to grab at her pants in one motion

Oh, that was a mistake. Her head was pounding, and she felt a little dizzy, but fortunately it faded fast.

Pulling them up, she cinched them into place, swaying her ass to unwrinkle the stiff material. Once this was done, she reassessed how she felt.

The pounding headache was still there, but her vision had stopped swimming. Everything else appeared workable, but stiff. “I… think I might be able to hike out without being carried,” she declared, testing her feet gingerly.

“That’s great news!” exclaimed Pastel. “Here, let me help you.”

She held Lori’s hand, assisting her over the side of the bush that had caught her fall, pulling her back onto the trail. From this vantage point, she could get a feel for how far she had dropped. It was… pretty significant. She gulped, thanking her lucky stars that she hadn’t gone further.

A little farther down, the trail looped along the edge of a cliff. The drop was masked by a set of trees, but it looked pretty steep. She might not have been able to survive if she had continued tumbling.

Taking a step up the trail, she tilted her feet, waiting for any twinges of pain. “This seems okay,” she announced. “Let’s get out of here, I’ve had enough.”

Roberto made a low whistle, and Joker perked up, his collar jangling as he returned to his master’s side. Roberto grabbed his leash and marched ahead of them, his head on a swivel.

Pastel took her hand and they began to climb back up to the main trail. “You scared the hell out of me,” her friend whispered. “I thought that creepy man had snatched you!”

“I did check to see if anyone was watching before I started,” groaned Lori. “I feel like such an idiot.”

“Don’t worry about it, it could happen to anyone,” said Pastel, stroking her arm. “Take it slow, we’ll make it back. We have plenty of time.”

That was true—they had started the hike in the morning. She didn’t much like the idea of spending too much time out here with a headache, though. This day was getting worse and worse!

With Pastel’s help, they made it back onto the main path. The ache in her back and limbs was subsiding, and the headache was even starting to recede.

Maybe they wouldn’t have to go visit the ER when they got back? That would certainly make the day better. She didn’t relish the idea of spending five hours in a dingy waiting room just to see a doctor, who would probably tell her all she needed was bed rest.

On the other hand, she probably did need to get her arm looked at. The swelling seemed to be worse than before, her flesh growing to the size of an avocado pit. Curious, she gave it a squeeze, immediately regretting it as it pulsed with pain.

“You had better not mess with it, you’ll only make it worse,” advised Pastel. “We could clean it up if you’re worried about it, but I don’t want to stop again.”

“Neither do I,” sighed Lori, increasing her pace. “Let’s just keep going.”

Grabbing the water bottle from her back pocket, she took a swig, wincing as pain speared the back of her eyes. She wasn’t out of the woods yet, but she was determined.

Setting a brisk pace, she took the lead, forcing the others to speed up to keep up with her. She was mildly surprised to find that she was filled to the brim with energy, pushing out the malaise that had seized her mind earlier.

She had just been severely injured. Shouldn’t she be practically incapacitated? What was going on here?

She supposed she would just have to chalk it up to adrenaline and leave it at that, but she was having a hard time digesting everything that had just happened to them.

Fortunately, the trip back to the parking lot was uneventful, though they did have to stop once or twice for Joker to visit with other hikers on the trail. This was supposed to be a fairly high traffic trail. It was strange that they hadn’t seen anyone earlier—unsettling, even.

Well. She wasn’t one to dwell on circumstances. The hike had taken a lot out of her, and she was feeling rather sleepy.

Maybe, if she was really persuasive, she could convince Pastel to break her diet and stop for a burger on the way back.


Chapter Three

They had spent the rest of the afternoon lazing around, and although she felt tired, Pastel wouldn’t allow her to sleep. They spent the time catching up with each other, discussing their fellow friend’s relationships for hours.

It was a pleasant way to pass the time, and she rather liked it more than the activity they had originally planned. She’d have to remember this for future vacations. She missed just sitting around and gossiping with her best friend.

In the meantime, Roberto had called in the attack, and the park rangers had told him that they’d send out a patrol to investigate. As far as they were concerned, that closed the issue.

That didn’t give them closure, however, and the wounds were very real. There wasn’t much more any of them could do but relax, however. Their misadventure in the woods was already becoming a thing of the past.

During their discussion, her headache had receded, along with her fear that she had gotten a concussion. Even so, Pastel had refused to allow her to leave, setting up the spare room so that she could monitor her friend during the night. What a kind woman!

To tell the truth, however, it was really her arm that was bothering her most. The swelling hadn’t gone down, but the wound wasn’t oozing and there weren’t any red streaks on her skin, so it didn’t appear to be infected. She was trying to avoid prodding it, because that just seemed to make it itch even more.

It was maddening! She had taken the offered antihistamine, but that had only seemed to knock the edge off a little.

Eventually, they wound down for the night, and Lori took her leave of the others, resting in the spare room. It was a hot night, so she laid her arms over the top of the comforter, letting out a long sigh.

She really was a churlish person, because it had become obvious over the course of the day that Roberto was quite kind. Her friend had known what she was doing when she had chosen a life partner. There was no reason for her to be short with him.

Ah, but it was all Joker’s fault! That damn dog wouldn’t leave her alone! He was always sticking his nose into things!

She’d apologize for her rude words tomorrow. There was still time to make amends. Still time to normalize their relationship. Right now, she was too tired to worry about anything.

Her eyes fluttered closed, and the world faded out.

Time passed, and an unusual scene played out within her mind.

The shadows began to crawl, as if they were alive, skittering to and fro in zig zag motions. A buzzing sound rose around her, followed by a strange chitter that echoed in her ears.

She could feel something on her arm, pinpricks as the legs of a beetle walked up and over her shoulder. Another was prancing over her forehead, rubbing its fuzzy body against her skin.

It scurried over the side, sticking its antennae into her ear.

Buzz!

She awoke with a gasp, suppressing a scream. She instantly checked her arms and face, rubbing herself in desperation to remove the bugs. They were all over the place! They were… !

She jumped out of bed and ran to the lightswitch, flipping it on, illuminating her floral embroidered nightclothes. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she examined herself and the bed.

No, there were no bugs here. There was nothing. It was just a bad dream, brought on by the creepy events of the day.

A sudden thought struck her, and she grabbed at her left sleeve, pulling it up to her shoulder so that she could examine the wound from earlier. It hadn’t swollen up further, thank goodness, but it had become a little darker, red and angry. Itchy, too.

She couldn’t stop herself from touching it, wincing at the dull pain that radiated out through her flesh. She gulped as she studied it further, noting the apparent rounded hole on the surface of her skin. Was it coming to a head?

Moreover, there was something black inside, almost as though she had stuck herself with a splinter.

Unable to resist her curiosity, she pinched the bulbous lump between her thumb and forefinger, giving it a solid squeeze as if it was a zit, trying to extract its contents. Ouch!

No pus came out of the hole, but she swore she could see the shadow of something moving inside. Yuck!

It wasn’t unknown for parasites like botflies to lay their babies under the skin of humans, but nothing like that lived around here. Besides, she had seen her assailant, and beetles reproduced with each other. They weren’t parasites.

Then again, she had never seen anything quite like that bizarre man they had encountered today on the trail. His entire mouth had been filled with a giant beetle.

She shivered. This couldn’t be real life. She was probably just riling herself up. If it still looked strange in the morning, she’d go to urgent care and get it examined.

Decision made, she felt happier about the situation, but that didn’t mean it was going to be easy to get back to sleep. Not after the dream she had just had.

Still, she needed the rest. Her eyes were gritty, and now that the adrenaline was wearing off, she felt lethargic. The smart thing to do would be to crawl back under the covers.

Letting the sleeve drop down, she snapped the light off, blindly finding her way back to the bed. Jumping in, she grabbed the sheets and pulled them up around her neck, feeling the tightness in her skull.

The worst of the headache had gone, but she could tell she would be paying for today’s incident for quite some time.

Ugh. Even more reason to fall back asleep. She just had to stop her mind from rehashing the day’s events over and over, in one big spiral of suck.

If perhaps she had—no, she couldn’t change the past. She could only move forward, recover, and try to do better next time. She’d remember this, and convince her friend to go with her to a museum instead of visiting those creepy woods again.

At some point during her ruminations, she fell back into a doze, the pillow embracing her with its warmth. For a period of time, she was actually enjoying herself—no bad dreams, no imagined noises.

She woke with a start as the lights flicked back on. Squeezing her eyes shut, she moaned, covering her face with one hand.

“I’m sorry to wake you,” said Pastel in a calm voice, “but I need to check up on you. Are you experiencing any more symptoms than before?”

“No, I’m just tired,” she complained, pressing her head back into the pillow and scrunching up her face. “Aren’t you tired?”

“You better believe I am,” sighed Pastel. “Look, I know what happened today was unusual, but everything will be fine. They’ll track down whoever attacked us and arrest him. We might not ever get an explanation, but maybe they’ll let us know and we’ll get some closure.”

“I know what I saw, Pastel,” said Lori, giving her friend a glare. “I wasn’t imagining things. Unless we were on a reality show, that guy wasn’t human.”

Pastel swallowed. “I know,” she whispered. “I just don’t know how to explain what we saw. Nobody would believe us!”

Lori sighed, giving her a grin. “Look, it doesn’t matter if anybody believes us. I’m just happy if we believe in each other.”

“Hmm,” murmured Pastel. “Well, I don’t know if I believe in the supernatural, and I didn’t really get a good look at what happened, but you think you’re telling the truth. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.”

She shook her head. “Let’s get back to bed. Our plans are in shambles, but we can figure out what to do next at breakfast.”

“Okay,” replied Lori, giving her a wan smile. “Don’t let your worry about me keep you up, pod.”

“As if, pea,” smirked Pastel. “You’re tougher than you look, you know. That was a pretty long fall.”

Pastel gave her a wave and snapped off the lights, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

Lori’s smile remained for some time. Pastel was a good person. She had to reconcile her strange feelings about her friend’s husband. She wouldn’t allow her inexplicable animosity to ruin their relationship.

Sighing to herself, she relaxed back, trying to get herself into the right mindset. Her eyelids fluttered, fatigue taking her again.

She floated on an empty sea, her raft rocking back and forth at the whim of the tides as she bobbed up and down. There was nothing to worry about here, with the water clear to the horizon on all sides. Nothing to think about.

The blankness of her repose was suddenly interrupted by the sensation of movement. At first, she didn’t react, thinking this was another part of her dream, but a sharp pinch of pain from the back of her neck had her awake in an instant.

Rising from the sheets, she frowned and breathed heavily. There was no pain now. Maybe she had just tilted her neck at a strange angle? Surely, this wasn’t worth getting up for.

It was too late. She was already awake, and now she just had to know what was going on!

Reaching for her neck, she slid her hair aside, frowning when her fingers touched a spongy lump of flesh just above her shoulders. That definitely wasn’t normal.

Her pulse throbbed as she fingered her neck, trying to get a feel for the size of the swollen mass. It was painful to the touch, much like the bite on her arm, but it was much larger in size, protruding like a kneecap.

Was it an edema from one of her injuries? Had she been bitten by the bug in a second spot?

She just didn’t know, and this wasn’t helping. She needed a mirror to examine it further.

Groaning to herself, she climbed out of bed again, fumbling for the light. She hated leaving the warmth of the covers, but there was nothing for it. She wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep without getting a satisfactory explanation.

With a flick of the switch, the shadows vanished, revealing the bland decor of the spare room. Nothing out of the ordinary here.

That wasn’t comforting, however. She needed to get to the bathroom to examine herself, to make sure that something horrible wasn’t happening to her.

Clicking open the door softly, she entered the hallway, barely lit by moonlight coming from the large window in the kitchen. She wasn’t too familiar with the layout of the house, but the bathroom wasn’t too far away.

Plodding over the carpet, she tried to keep herself together. If another black, shadowy thing had infested her neck, she might scream!

A huffing sound to her right made her jump out of her skin, and she made a strangled cry as she spotted movement in the darkened room to her right.

When the wet nose of Joker shuffled out into the moonlight, she almost snapped at him, but there was something glowing an eerie blue further back in the room that drew her attention.

Frowning, she straightened up, peering at an obelisk sitting on top of a clothes washer. There was a pictographic script embedded in the stone sides, but she couldn’t make out much from this distance.

Still, there was something oddly soothing about the artifact. She wanted to touch it, caress it.

The dog growled as she took a step forward, and she shook off the odd malaise that had seized her. This didn’t make sense at all.

She shivered, her fear from earlier returning. She didn’t care about some cheap replica souvenir Roberto had probably received as a reward at one of his departmental shindigs. She needed to figure out what was going on with her neck!

Dismissing the strange artifact, she continued on to the bathroom. Fortunately, there wasn’t far to go, or she might have worked herself back up into a frenzy. The door to the restroom felt cool under her hand, a sense of trepidation tickling at her shoulders.

She couldn’t feel the lump, but she knew it was there. She needed to see it, damnit!

Closing the door behind her, she toggled the lightswitch, the overhead fan activating. Leaning over the sink, she frowned at herself, not liking what she saw.

Bags under blue eyes, frazzled, brown hair, the works. She definitely wasn’t very well put together at the moment. But what about the lump?

Grabbing her hair, she twisted it aside, and turned her head, trying to get a good look. It was hard to see, due to the position of the lump, but she could tell that something was there. Maybe her friend had a hand mirror she could use?

Forcing back her panic, she began opening the drawers one at a time, scanning over the contents. Makeup, a zit removal kit, combs, hair ties, lipstick, ah, a hand mirror.

Grabbing it, she lifted it behind her neck, staring intently into the main mirror to get a better look.

Yes, it definitely appeared swollen, but not by as much as she had feared. When she straightened up, however, it almost looked as though the upper half of a baseball was sticking out of the back of her neck.

It wasn’t overly red, but there was a spot near the bottom that looked similar to the bite on her arm. Was that where she had been bitten?

It didn’t seem to be itchy, though, not like the bump on her arm. But—that spot wasn’t itchy at the moment, either. Had something happened to it?

Grabbing her sleeve, she pulled it up, gasping when she spotted the area where the lump had been. It was completely smooth!

There was a round, red weal, but the swollen bulge had completely gone, leaving behind nothing more than a small, weeping wound. She moaned as her mind began to work. If it wasn’t there, then where had it gone?

She was afraid she knew all too well what must have happened. There had been a creature hiding inside the wound, gestating and waiting until it found a new home.

Well, she wasn’t going to allow it to burrow around in her neck! She was going to remove it right away!

Returning to the drawer, she retrieved the zit removal kit she had spotted earlier, popping it open with shaking hands. Yes, there was a tool in there with a hooked tip she could use to widen the hole. If she did that and squeezed at it, then maybe she could force the organism to the surface?

This probably wasn’t the right way to do it. She should go see someone to have it professionally removed.

She just couldn’t wait, though. It could do practically anything to her if she waited for morning. She wanted it gone, now.

She leaned closer to the mirror, holding onto it with a death grip. Lifting the metal tool, she moved the sharp point at the tip closer to the rounded hole. Holding her breath, she stuck it in, running it around the edge in an attempt to widen the gap.

Something inside the swollen lump moved, forcing her skin upwards as an uncomfortable  twinge shot through her neck. Nerve pain sparked down her arm, and her fingers twitched, dropping the tool.

She blinked, shocked at what she had just seen. She needed to try again. There was clearly something in there trying to stop her!

Giving up on the tool, she started to hyperventilate as she dropped the mirror to the counter. She was going to squeeze it out. It didn’t matter how painful it would be!

Resting her hands behind her neck, she pinched her fingers together, pressing on the bulge as if it was a zit, trying to force the contents out. She felt sick to her stomach as she felt something moving around even more, a hard nodule wiggling under her fingertips. It clearly didn’t like that.

She didn’t care. It was coming out. It was coming out now and she was going to squish it into a pulp.

Fuck it. She was going to squish it in place. She didn’t need to see it.

Poking and prodding, she used as much force as she dared, gasping as the hard bump suddenly vanished. Yes, she thought that there had been some kind of squishing sensation. Maybe she had got it?

Grabbing for the mirror again, she panted as she held it up to look at her neck once more. There was a small amount of ooze dribbling from the base of the swelling, and it looked like the lump had vanished. Yes!

She shivered, setting the mirror down and resting her hands against the counter. Her throat clenched up and her stomach heaved, bringing her perilously close to puking.

The danger passed after a few moments, however, leaving her a sweaty mess. What a freaky piece of shit!

Helping herself to some more of her friend’s supplies, she used a cotton pad and some soapy water to clean off the wound, but only after she had given it a few more squeezes to ensure it was empty.

Feeling good about herself, she cleaned up and used the restroom. Everything seemed to be fine. She could go back to bed, and deal with what remained in the morning.

She smiled to herself, euphoria seizing her mind. She had succeeded!

In a couple of weeks, this would all be a silly story she could tell her friend, and they could reminisce over the vacation that had gone wrong.

She wouldn’t even have to embellish things to get her friend to freak out! Pastel had always been afraid of bugs, to the extent that she had required Lori to deal with the dead flies she had killed with a swatter.

At least she wasn’t so foolish. She had no problems dealing with bugs. Yes!


Chapter Four

When she awoke again, a ray of sunlight was licking through the curtains, and the sheets were drenched with her sweat. Ugh.

Sitting up, she felt dizzy, pressing a hand to her forehead. Last night was a mishmash of memories, mixing together into a dark melange. How much of it was real, and how much was nightmares? She had to admit that she didn’t really know.

Frowning, she reached up to her neck and prodded at the spot she had remembered doctoring, but there was no pain, and no lump. That one was probably her imagination.

Rolling up her sleeve, she examined her arm as well. Nothing there, either. The swelling must have gone down in the night. She refused to consider that an organism had been living in her, like a parasite.

The dizziness was beginning to fade, and she was feeling rather good, full of energy. Rolling back the covers, she jumped out of bed, locating a pair of socks to pull onto her feet. She didn’t have any slippers, so her dingy tennis shoes would have to do the job.

Standing up, she stretched, her neck popping in multiple places. Oh, that sounded wrong, but it felt so right!

She worried for a moment that this had been caused by yesterday’s injuries, but a cool wash of comfort settled over her brain, and the concern was quickly forgotten.

She was feeling fine, really. There was no need to seek medical attention. She would be okay. Yes!

She frowned as her inner monologue became a fuzzy buzz in her mind. Huh, maybe she wasn’t as clear headed as she had thought. Oh well, she’d watch it and see if it got any worse.

Opening the door, she padded out through the hallway, making a beeline to the kitchen. She was extremely hungry, her belly rumbling. A sudden craving for sugar tickled her mouth, and she began salivating.

The light was already on, and Pastel was sitting at the foot of the table, drinking a mug of coffee. Roberto was puttering around over the stove, the smell of sizzling meat reaching her nostrils.

Her brow creased. That was enticing, but she found that she needed something sweet. Yes!

Stopping at the table, she pursed her lips. “Do you have any cereal?” she asked. “I don’t want to look ungrateful, but I want something sweet and crunchy.”

Pastel raised her brows. “Maybe you’ll try some of Roberto’s pancakes later,” she mumbled, sipping at her drink as she gave her friend a stern look. “If you want cereal, it’s in the cabinet over there,” she gestured.

Lori turned and opened the cabinet door, grabbing the colorful box of sugar bomb crunch that assaulted her eyes. Perfect.

Roberto got out a bowl and a spoon, sliding them across the counter to her. “Milk is in the fridge,” he said briskly.

He didn’t look offended, but Lori knew better than to assume anything. He was probably just trying to avoid a scene, assuming that she would fly off the handle at any provocation.

Well, she couldn’t help him to think the right thoughts. It was difficult enough for her to think the right thoughts. Yes!

Ugh, there was that strange buzzing again. She shook her head until it faded, turning to open the refrigerator to retrieve a box of milk.

The pattering sound of paws rocketed down the hallway, and suddenly Joker was there, whining and wagging his tail. “Whoa there, boy, settle down,” chuckled Roberto. “I’ll get you your breakfast in a minute.”

The dog waddled up to her and sniffed her ass. Lifting his head up, he gave her a strange stare and a low pitched whine. She returned his stare with a hissing breath, baring her teeth.

His ears dropped down, and he backed up, the whine coming again as he slid between Roberto’s legs. Ha! If she had known that would have this effect, she would have done it ages ago!

Roberto flipped a pancake and scowled. “Come on, boy, stop that. What’s wrong with you?”

Ignoring the dog, she filled her bowl to the brim with the sugar coated cereal, pouring the milk on top until she caught a glimpse of the white liquid between the scattered chunks of wheat.

“What should we do today?” asked Pastel, setting down her mug of coffee. “After yesterday’s events, I was kind of thinking of taking it easy. Maybe we could relax, watch a movie?”

Lori put the milk away, thinking it over as she reached up to touch her neck. “Yeah, that sounds pretty good, but I’m actually thinking that I’m going to go to urgent care. Everything seems fine, but I’m still aching quite a bit, and I want to get myself checked out.”

“Okay,” nodded Pastel, slicing up a pancake. “Do you want me to come with? I could provide moral support.” Her lips tugged into a grin.

Lori crossed over to the table, setting her bowl down as Pastel scooted a glass of orange juice towards her. Taking the glass gladly, she lifted it to her lips, giving it an experimental sip.

Oh, that tasted amazing!

Grasping the base, she started to chug the juice, moaning as the tasty, cool liquid slid down her throat. There was a buzzing at the base of her skull that she ignored, sighing as she licked her lips. Delicious.

Pastel grabbed the pitcher. “More?” she asked, lifting it up.

Lori presented her glass, watching as it was filled with the orange nectar. The urge to drink it all in one go had faded, however, and this time she took a dainty sip. “I dunno why I needed that so much,” she said apologetically.

“Don’t worry about it,” chuckled Pastel. “It’s amusing seeing this side of you. Usually you try to avoid looking gluttonous.”

It was true. She had always been a skinny person, struggling with her weight in the opposite direction of most people.

Sometimes, she had to force herself, but this morning she felt as though she could eat a whole hog. She swallowed, taking a seat as her eyes fixed on the bowl of cereal, a faint buzz sounding in the back of her mind. “What can I say? The hiking trip really took a lot out of me.”

She blinked. “Coming back to your earlier question, no, I don’t think you need to come with me. Hopefully, it’ll only be an hour or two, but you know how long it can take.”

“Indeed I do,” nodded Pastel. “It can’t be helped, though. Delays are just a part of the business. It’s hard dealing with people.”

“Don’t I know it,” sighed Lori, thinking back to her days working retail.

A quick buzz deflected this thought, preventing her from re-entering a downward spiral. She definitely didn’t need to worry about that right now, not when she had this delicious bowl in front of her.

Grasping the spoon, she began to shovel it in, barely chewing as she swallowed down the tasty pieces of wheat. Crunchy cinnamon swirled with sugar—yum!

Closing her eyes, she let the blissful taste roll over her, sighing as she closed her jaw and swallowed.

Pastel chuckled. “You look like you haven’t eaten in days. Better slow down, or you might end up choking yourself.”

Lori slitted her eyes, giving her friend a playful glare. “Look, I know I don’t look like I eat anything, but that’s not true. I just have a fast metabolism.”

Her friend shook her head. “You’re still using that lie? Well, as long as you’re getting the proper nutrition, I guess it’s okay.”

Lori made a rude noise, leaning over as she rammed another spoonful into her mouth. It was true, she had never felt this hungry before at a meal, but Pastel didn’t need to know that.

Her friend also didn’t need to know that she was getting increasingly distracted by the strange buzzing in her skull. She probably should be worrying about brain damage, but it seemed to be helping her, preventing her from thinking or worrying too much. Yes!

This was a boon, as her mind often wandered when she wasn’t thinking about anything in particular. Now, however, when she started to settle on something dark, the mysterious buzz came to shift her on to something else.

She was starting to worry that she was beginning to rely upon its presence to keep her level headed, which was strange, as she didn’t recall being like this yesterday.

Buzz.

The thought faded, and she moved on to another mouthful, crunching the cereal with big bites. Her belly was already starting to feel full, but she couldn’t stop herself. She needed more.

The bowl clinked as she continued to eat mechanically, the baked wheat vanishing through her lips as she stuffed herself full. When it was all gone, she sighed, looking mournfully at the leftover milk sitting at the bottom of the bowl.

A sudden urge came over her and she wrapped her hands around the sides, lifting it to drink down the sugary sweetness of the leftover cereal. Swallowing hard, she set it down on the table with a satisfied grunt.

Pastel chuckled. “You must be famished. Is there anything else you want?”

She was about to say no, but the buzz sounded again, and she subsided, looking mournfully at the cabinet where the cereal was stored.

“You’re welcome to another bowl, or maybe you could try some of Roberto’s pancakes? They’re mouthwateringly fluffy!”

The smell of hot bacon tickled at her nostrils, and her mouth began to water. “Yes, please,” she groaned, spotting the serving tray in Roberto’s hands as he moved to join them.

He set it down on a wooden trivet in the center of the table, eggs, bacon, and pancakes laid out in bright strips from one end to the other. A veritable feast!

She spotted four red claw marks on his right arm, and paused as an unusual sensation tickled the back of her neck. They looked deeper than she had remembered, with black marks in the middle.

“Is that going to be okay?” she asked, pointing it out as Roberto moved around the side of the table.

“This?” he asked, frowning as he rotated his arm. “Sure, it still hurts, but it doesn’t look infected. It’ll be fine.”

“If you say so,” murmured Lori, looking with barely contained desire at the bacon strips stacked next to the eggs.

Joker propped his head on the other side of the table, opening his jaw wide as he began to pant, also staring at the meat. She shot the dog a murderous glare. “Don’t you dare!” she exclaimed, grabbing for the tongs before it was too late.

The dog whimpered, but didn’t move a muscle. “Don’t worry about him,” rumbled Roberto. “I’ve already given him his own meal. He understands that food on the table is ours.”

“Well, good,” said Lori, feeling a little sheepish as she grabbed a plate and began to fill it up. “See that you don’t!” she admonished the dog.

He panted harder, a whine emitting from his throat as he stared at her intensely. Was that… fear she was detecting? Surely not.

She was just a divorced, middle aged woman. She wasn’t intimidating.

At least, she didn’t think so.

Buzz.

The thought terminated, and she returned to loading her plate, finishing with an enormous pancake, decorated with a mixture of maple syrup and butter. Yum.

Unable to stop herself, she grabbed at the pancake, curling it up into a U shape and taking a big bite.

Maple syrup ran down the sides and over her chin, but she didn’t care. It was sweet, and she needed it. Opening her mouth, she jammed more and more in, until her cheeks were filled with the soft batter. Yes!

She glanced at her friend, but Pastel was too busy with her own plate to notice the mess she was making of herself. Roberto glanced at her, but said nothing, preferring to cut his own pancake with a knife and fork.

Well, she didn’t care what he thought of her. She was done being a meek pushover. She was going to do things her way.

Finishing the pancake, she cleaned off her mouth with a napkin, staring at the brown patterns the syrup made in the paper. She tried to resist giving it a lick, but the buzzing sensation came back, and she found herself lapping at it, trying to extract as much of the sugary goodness as possible.

She folded the napkin in embarrassment, using the exterior to wipe the mess off her mouth. Why was she behaving so oddly? She had never been like this before!

She eyed the remaining food on the tray, but decided that she was done. If she kept going, she’d be shoveling down the entire contents before she could stop herself! She needed to get out of here before the buzzing came back and convinced her otherwise.

“Thank you very much for the meal,” she said, her mouth salivating as she stared at the remaining crispy bacon. “I think I’m going to take a shower and get to the clinic. I’ll send you a text when I’m done.”

“Okay,” murmured Pastel, looking at her phone.

A slobbering snarl sounded and Joker stuck his head across the table, grabbing a rasher of bacon.

Roberto rose from his chair, grabbing for the meat. “Bad boy, Joker! Stop that!”

Lori rolled her eyes, leaving the cacophony at the table behind.

As she padded down the hallway, she glanced into the laundry room where she had spotted the dog last night. The odd artifact was missing, a pile of muddy clothing stacked on top of the washer.

Wasn’t that curious?


Chapter Five

By the time she had finished getting ready, the buzzing in her head had gotten worse. She couldn’t seem to stop belching, either, her throat muscles tensing in an unusual way. She definitely needed some help.

Putting on a bright smile, she waved at her friend on the way out, doing her best to hide her panic. “See you in a bit!” she exclaimed.

Pastel raised a hand, sitting back in her chair. “I’ll pick up some more food for lunch. It looks like you’re going to need it!”

Lori gritted her teeth, trying to ignore the strange tickling sensation in her throat. “Oh, don’t worry about it, I’m sure whatever you have will be fine!”

“Honey,” interrupted Roberto. “While you’re out, make sure to pick up some wasp killer. I’ve noticed they’re building a nest out back, and we need to nip it in the bud before it gets bad.”

“Okay,” replied Pastel, focusing back on her husband. “Is there anything else we need?”

Deliberately staying casual, Lori opened and closed the front door behind her. Finally out of her friend’s field of view, she sighed and slumped against the door. It was so tiring pretending that everything was normal!

Burp!

Yuck, that one tasted nasty. Did it have anything to do with the mass of food she had just crammed down her throat, or was something else wrong?

She wasn’t going to wait around to find out. She was going to get some tests done and get to the bottom of this.

Straightening up, she marched down the driveway, retrieving the keys for the rental car from her purse. She was grateful to Roberto for driving it back here for her, though she wasn’t the biggest fan of the compact vehicle. It was difficult to adjust the seat into a good position for her height, and the visibility was poor.

Beggars couldn’t be choosers. At least it worked.

Climbing into the driver’s seat, she shut the door, raising her shoulders to adjust her shirt underneath her jacket. If she was very lucky, this wouldn’t take half the day.

Who was she kidding? Dealing with doctors never went well.

The clinics always smelled like disinfectant, and she’d have to fill out a bunch of questionnaires. They’d ask her about what had happened, and she’d have to relive the events of yesterday, which she had been trying so hard to forget.

Just thinking about it was thoroughly unpleasant. She didn’t really want to do this. Instead, she’d rather sit here and buzz.

She blinked, her heart throbbing as a ringing sound exploded in her ears. Her vision narrowed to points, and she felt as though she couldn’t breathe.

What was happening? Had a bomb gone off?

Hands shaking, she laid back in the seat, fingers and feet tingling, hoping that the symptoms would fade soon. Something was seriously wrong with her. She must be having a stroke or something.

Once she had rested for a few moments, she’d get out of the car and buzz.

She blinked again, feeling movement inside her throat. That… didn’t seem normal.

She wheezed, trying to cough up whatever had gotten in there. A mote of dust? An errant trickle of saliva?

Whatever it was, it wasn’t clearing. She swallowed hard, feeling a pain in her chest. It was almost as though a hunk of food had gotten stuck down there, and it wouldn’t go up or down!

Acting on instinct, she reached up and folded down the sun visor, flipping up the rectangle of leather over the vanity mirror. Bloodshot eyes stared back at her, showing the frazzled, brown hair she hadn’t taken the time to dry properly.

That wasn’t what she was interested in seeing, though. There was something in her throat. Something large.

The corners of her vision sparkled as she opened her mouth, clawing at her throat. Fear seized her belly as she looked into the blackness, afraid of what she might find.

Her uvula was dangling at the back of her soft palate, surrounded by the glistening flesh of her throat. Looking deeper, the passageway appeared clear, but that didn’t mean anything, right?

Grabbing her lips, she stretched them wide, trying to get a better look. There was a shiny, curved surface near the back of her throat, but she didn’t have enough light. She couldn’t see anything, damnit!

Her vision was swimming due to a lack of oxygen. She leaned in closer to the mirror, desperate to understand what was happening to her.

Sudden motion startled her, forcing her back into her seat as something jolted out of her throat. Tears streamed down her face as she spotted the ugly jaws of the creature inhabiting her mouth, beady eyes staring directly at her, unconcerned.

The curved surface of its upper carapace was jammed against her teeth, forcing her jaw open. Tiny little mouthparts flexed against each other, black hairs sticking up from the angled surfaces like spines.

The creature’s wings tilted up, whirring inside her mouth as they beat against her cheeks.

Buzz.

She stopped trying to breathe, unable to comprehend the grotesqueness of the situation. Her heart continued thumping, but her vision blacked out as a chattering sound reached her ears.

And then, everything stopped. The fluttering wings retracted, and the monster slid back down her throat, vanishing back from wherever it had come.

She wheezed, taking in deep breaths as she pressed a hand to her chest, leaning over her legs as bile tickled at her esophagus. Heaving, she could feel her breakfast gurgling in her stomach, but luckily, nothing came up.

Breathing hard, she blinked, eyes burning as she remained rigid, rejecting what she had just seen. It couldn’t be real, could it? Was this a waking nightmare?

Tilting her head up, she stared at the mirror, feeling at her throat with her fingers. Nothing.

Whatever it was, it had disappeared. The pain had vanished, too, removing all evidence that it had even existed. She must be seeing things!

Was it due to her lack of sleep? It just wasn’t possible for something like that to be living in her throat!

Unless it had somehow entered through the back!

She reached up behind her neck, feeling around for a lump or a bump, her mind racing. It seemed a little swollen, sure, but not enough to really tell her what was going on.

One thing was for certain—she wasn’t going to be able to handle this herself! She reached out for the door handle, intending on marching back into the house and asking her friend to call an ambulance for her.

Her entire brain buzzed, rattling her teeth.

Her hands went numb, body going limp as the back of her skull hit the headrest. She stared at herself in the mirror, eyes bulging as her neck creaked. Nerves tingled up her spine as bulges appeared on either side of her throat, growing larger as they approached the level of her jaw.

They then vanished, but she knew this wasn’t over. There was a creature inside her, and it was pushing something into her brain!

Her neck jerked, followed by a disconcerting crunch. The muscles around her temples tightened, and she found herself unable to focus on anything, reality swimming around her.

Frantic, she tried moving her limbs, but it was almost as though her spinal cord had been severed, her hands and legs nothing more than dull lumps of clay. Her mind gibbered, but there was nothing to hold onto. She was so damn dizzy.

A cold sensation crept up and over the top of her skull, a sense of relief shooting down her neck as the organism punched through the remaining barriers, its tentacles sliding into place.

Her vision stopped swirling, resolving into an image of her narrow face. She took a deep breath and grinned, unconcerned as she blinked twice, a second set of eyelids swiping across her eyes, which now had trickles of black running through the blue irises.

She straightened her neck, lifting her lips away from her teeth as she moved closer to the mirror. A dark shadow flickered across her face, revealing a trace of the monster within.

Lifting a hand, the creature touched her lips, flicking out her tongue to taste her fingers as if she was a reptile. Closing her lips around her forefinger, she hooded her eyes as she bent her neck in a sultry gesture.

It was teasing her, vaunting its control!

Lori strained somewhere deep within her mind. This wasn’t her, damnit! She had been pushed out of the way, the strange organism seizing control of her body.

She made another effort to break free, and suddenly, they swapped places, the creature taking a step back. She gasped, her hands dropping to the leather seat.

Eyes wide, she shuddered as her body adjusted, more popping sounds coming from the joints in her neck. It was strengthening its control over her, growing itself further into her body.

Somehow, she knew that this had just been a test. Yes!

The creature had verified that it could seize control, if it so desired, but now it was perfectly happy to rest and let her pretend to be in charge. Yes!

She shook her head, trying to dismiss the bright light of happiness that sparked through her body with each of the thoughts. It was almost as though the creature was talking to her, letting her know when her behavior was pleasing to it. Yes!

That wasn’t what she wanted, though. She needed to get to the clinic so that they could take a scan of her body and find out how screwed she was. No!

The clamor in her mind was followed by a horrendous buzzing sound, which interrupted her train of thought. Her arms started to rattle until she braced them against her legs.

Ugh, that was clearly a no go. The creature had already demonstrated that it could control her body if it so desired, and it would definitely stop her if she took any direct action against its interests. Yes!

She trembled, unsure what to do. She couldn’t leave the car, or the creature would stop her. Yes!

If she drove to the clinic, the creature would stop her. Yes!

Then what should she do? It didn’t seem capable of anything more than yes or no answers, and she wasn’t feeling up to playing twenty questions with it. She quickly settled into a mass of confusion, unable to do anything at all.

Her mind was a shallow pool of indecision, the utter terror of her situation paralyzing her. Even if the creature told her exactly what it wanted her to do, she didn’t think she’d be able to put it into action.

Buzz.

Her circular thoughts were interrupted by the vibration, and she felt something thick in her throat, blocking her air. The creature clearly didn’t like that.

When it retreated again, she took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Despite her fear, she had to do her best to obey it, or it could simply choke her out until she lost consciousness, and then it would take control of her again. She needed to figure out what it wanted her to do. Yes!

That being the case, was there anything it could do to help her? She was completely out of ideas.

A hole opened up in her mind, her thoughts blurring as they all ran together. This was worrisome, for a moment, but then she realized that it was trying to tell her something.

This was important. She tried to focus, grappling with her mind, but it was like running through quicksand. The harder she tried to pull things together, the farther away they flew.

Maybe she was taking the wrong approach. Maybe she just needed to feel.

She stopped trying to struggle, sinking into the hole. It was the hardest thing she had ever done, to let go, and it felt wrong. She should be trying to run away, to escape, but the inexorable pull on her soul was telling her that this was good, this was right. Yes!

As her foot slipped over the lip, a vision formed in her mind, somewhere dark, somewhere safe. Water trickled down the stalactites above, giving the ceiling the look of dragon teeth. The floor was uneven, but a clear path led deeper into the cave. Deeper into the maw.

She moved over the ground smoothly, as if she was an apparition, descending deeper through a narrow passageway. There was a small hump in the ground which she popped over, the walls closing in on either side.

Usually, as you descend deeper into a cave, it gets cooler, but for some reason, she sensed that the air was getting warmer around her. Was this due to some form of volcanic activity?

The passageway opened up, revealing a huge cave, the floors spotted with stalagmites that the path wound through. Cracks in the ceiling let in fresh air, and there was a stripe or two of sunlight that had somehow filtered in from above.

Her soul throbbed as she passed by white crystal formations, within which were nestled egg-shaped rocks that sparkled with a cerulean fire. She was unable to determine whether this light came from within, or if it was being reflected from the surface.

Either way, they were beautiful. A veritable gallery of treasures!

None of this was what she was being led to, however. The path circled around a particularly large stalagmite, winding its way up towards a flat platform at the rear.

As she mounted the surface, she came upon a heavy stone altar, decorated on either side with filigreed hardwood. Candelabras bracketed a golden urn sitting on a rounded plinth, a pharaonic design cast into the metal exterior.

The sideways figure of a man with the head of a beetle had an ankh in his left hand, a spear tilting towards the tomb of a mummy to his right. The face mask of the mummy was colorfully detailed, with embedded semi-precious gems that sparkled in the light.

What struck her more than this design was the veritable swarm of beetles that congregated around the feet of the man and tomb, covering the entirety of the elevated platform the man was standing on. Weird.

The urn was capped with a solid lid, embossed with a golden scarab on top, fat wings taunting her. This motif was not lost on her—somehow this ancient temple had been constructed in a local cave, and the guardians must be these gigantic beetles.

Perhaps, similar to the beetles that had assaulted her? Like the one that had… taken up residence within her head? Yes!

If that was the case, then they were more like guard dogs. What had they been set loose to guard, and why were they assaulting the local populace? What had disturbed their slumber?

Her viewpoint began to move, sliding around the side of the altar. The area beyond was rocky, filled with more of the crystal eggs, nestled around the sides of a rectangular box.

As she approached closer, she realized that this wasn’t just any box. The swell of the carved top revealed that it was a mummy’s coffin, just like the one represented on the urn.

It looked dingy and old, the center cracked in two by an axe that had been hastily dropped, the hilt leaning against the damaged surface. The wooden mask was still on full display, however, unblemished.

Gold paint alternated with black lines, decorating the man’s hood, carrying all the way down to a stole draped over his shoulders. He had fierce eyes, aquiline, lending him an aristocratic air. This was a man who was meant to be obeyed in life, and now that he was dead, he was no less dignified.

His lips were pursed into an O shape, a large hole bored directly through, into the coffin. She felt a strange attraction to this spot, her consciousness floating over the top as she investigated further.

Something dark and shiny was hiding beneath the man’s wooden lips, and as she watched, the pincered jaws of a beetle stuck out of the surface, soon followed by its bulbous body. Its back shifted, wings extended as they began to beat the air.

Buzz!

The details around her began to become obscured, bleeding into the dark corners of the cave as emotions flooded through her. Warm impressions.

This was a hive place, a breeding spot. A place full of pleasure, comfort, happiness, and togetherness. She wanted to be there with all her soul.

Everything clicked into place. Yes, that was where she needed to be. She would drive there, enter the cave, and belong. Yes!

The intensity of the vision faded away, leaving her back in the rental car, nostrils filled with the smell of artificial leather. How long had she been gone, traveling to the far away cave in her mind?

She glanced at the clock. At least thirty minutes had passed since the initial scare. Her friend would soon be leaving the house, and she would surely question why Lori hadn’t left. That was not acceptable.

A sea change had occurred within her. Somewhere along the way, while she had been experiencing the vision, her resistance had been broken. The creature must have managed to integrate itself more thoroughly into her brain, now able to tug at the levers of power more directly.

She now knew what she needed to do. The creature had told her. Yes!

If she obeyed the creature, her body would feel better. She wanted to feel better. She wanted to obey. Yes!

She knew that the creature was altering her thoughts and mind, transforming her body, but that was a good thing. She would accomplish her mission. Yes!

Leaning over, she pressed the start button, and the car’s engine roared to life. Shifting it out of park, she applied gas, steering out onto the road with smooth motions.

Her body was moving on autopilot, barely being controlled by her. She was following the demands of the creature that had taken up residence inside her brain. The more she obeyed it, the better she felt. Yes!

Every thought was in service to its mission. She stopped at the red light, waiting patiently for it to turn. The creature inside her was not in any rush. It had been discharging its duty for a millenia, and would do so for a millenia more.

It would succeed, as it always had. It was only a matter of time.

This sense of inevitability pressed down on her mind, focusing her further. She wasn’t simply Lori any longer. Her mind had been joined, her purpose established. She had to protect.

What, precisely, she was protecting, wasn’t exactly clear, but an image of the sarcophagus swam through her head. What were its contents, and why was it so important? She had to admit she didn’t have a clue, but she wanted to know. Needed to know.

Her hands turned on instinct, taking her down a highway out of the city. She was taking the path they had taken yesterday, passing through rural farmland on her way to the foothills of the mountain beyond.

She had to retrace their steps. That was the only way she’d be able to figure out this mystery, and perhaps find a solution to the unknown passenger that had infested her body.

The creature moved inside her, uncertain of how to respond to this thought. A mixture of approval and disappointment flooded her mind, but she ignored both of these. It didn’t matter what it thought of her. She needed to know.

For the moment, at least, the creature didn’t seem inclined to disagree, but it did give her a warning buzz. It wouldn’t allow any deviations from her current course. The intelligence behind the creature was simple, but direct.

She settled down, letting her hands and feet move automatically as her brain wandered. In some respects, she had become a passenger in her own mind. If she attempted to disobey, the heavy presence would show up and throw her back into a prison cell filled with approved thoughts.

This was extremely frustrating, but she could work with this, couldn’t she? As long as she didn’t go directly against it, there shouldn’t be any trouble. She could be obedient. She would do what it wanted. Yes!

The problem with this is that every time she prodded the creature in this way, it would reward her with a flush of pleasure that tingled throughout her body. Every time she gave in, she became more pleased, in a sort of feedback mechanism. If she wasn’t careful, it would be easy to get carried away, descending into a sea of bliss where she thought of nothing but obedience.

Ugh, she needed to think about something, anything else, before the temptation became too great. Well then, what about the creature’s supposed mission? What was it trying to accomplish?

She got the sense that the small altar, the tomb had been attacked, perhaps by graverobbers? She waited for a response from the creature, but nothing came, not even the slightest buzz.

Either she was wrong, or the creature simply didn’t know. Both were possible. It seemed more reactive than proactive.

Perhaps—it was some kind of security device? A curse that triggered once certain boundaries were violated?

The bug shifted within her, leading her to believe that she might be coming closer to the truth.

A curse, maybe, but that wasn’t all of it. It might not be meant for revenge, but a protection of sorts. A guardian?

The buzzing within her skull returned, and she could feel the creature’s wings shifting inside her neck.

Whoa!

It was a bizarre sensation, but not as bad as she had expected. The creature must be changing how her brain worked, adapting her thoughts to its presence. It was going to make her feel really good about being its host. Yes!

A jolt ran through her hips. It was flooding her with joy so that she’d bend further to its will, obeying its every command.

Buzz!

Her fingers twitched around the steering wheel, and she let her foot off the accelerator as her body shuddered. She was losing her concentration. That was bad.

If she crashed, she wouldn’t be able to fulfill the creature’s mission. No!

She had to slow down, concentrate on her driving and think less, so that she wouldn’t experience as many distractions. Yes!

Shivering, she worked to blank her mind, trying to avoid any thoughts that would provoke the creature either way. She didn’t need to be rewarded or punished at the moment.

The beetle seemed to agree, leaving her alone as they crossed past an open plain into the outskirts of the forest. The road made a turn to the right, then to the lift, the altitude rising with each switchback.

Fortunately, the beginning of the trailhead wasn’t too far away. She said an imprecation under her breath, trying to reconcile her antagonistic beliefs with what the creature had shown her so far.

From what had been revealed, the beetle seemed ancient, but she had no way of knowing whether that was true. Was it connected to a deity in some respect, or was she way off course?

How should she know? She wasn’t some kind of professor of ancient antiquities!

At this moment, she rather wished that she was. It might give her some insight into what was going to happen to her next. She didn’t relish the idea of becoming food for a ravenous horde of beetles.

What if the beetle kept growing inside her, like a tumor? Would it eventually eat her brain and take over completely, an alien intelligence peering out from within her skull?

She shuddered, surprised at how much the horror of the situation was being twisted into something pleasing. She wanted this to be true. She wanted to serve the creature.

What was wrong with her?

She turned off the road into an unpaved parking lot, her tires crunching through the gravel as she stopped in the same place as yesterday. That all seemed so long ago, a place and reality far away from this one.

Back then, she had been irritated at Roberto, and annoyed at Pastel. It all seemed so trite, so pointless now that she had picked up this alien parasite. She had better things to worry about. She needed to locate what the creature was looking for. Yes!

Cracking open the door, she slammed it shut behind her, crossing over the road and past a signboard, which she ignored. She didn’t need to get her bearings; she knew exactly where she needed to go.

Buzz!

The creature prodded her forward, lending strength to her legs as she began climbing up the first incline. She barely felt the pain in her muscles as her breathing became labored, a sense of urgency tickling at her spine.

Damnit! If only she hadn’t taken that break to relieve herself! None of this would have ever happened!

Buzz.

The train of thought evaporated, and she smiled as the wings beat inside her brain. She squeezed her hands together as a trickle of happiness ran over her belly. Yes, it would reward her if she redirected her thoughts down an approved path.

It felt so much better to stop worrying about her past mistakes and embrace what the beetle was telling her to do. Yes!

It was brainwashing her, but her body was already becoming exhausted, and she simply didn’t care. It was almost as though the parasite was doing this to her on purpose. Yes!

The more her body became exhausted, the less she could resist. The more she wanted to obey. To think what it wanted her to think. To become what it wanted her to be. Yes!

She shook her head, but the buzzing in her skull refused to go away. She hadn’t expected that it would.

Sighing, she took a deep breath, but kept marching. The creature demanded it of her, and she must serve. Deep down, she understood that its duty had become her duty. She just didn’t quite understand the scope, as of yet.

The farther she hiked, the less she could differentiate its thoughts from hers. The sense of approval meshed with everything she did, and thinking about anything else seemed like a waste of time. Yes!

They were merging further, their psyches combining together into a single gestalt, with a singular purpose. She felt very strongly that she must go to the cave. What she needed to do after that would be revealed to her in due time.

A set of hikers approached, a couple out for a walk with a baby perched in a harness on the man’s back. She gave them a feral grin, and the woman made a double take, scooting behind her husband as she looked alarmed.

Did she have something on her face that had given away her condition?

Twin pinpricks on either side of her temples suddenly become ridiculously itchy, and she reached up to rub at her skin. Ah, that felt better.

She gave them a nod, shrugging internally at their reticence. “Have a nice day,” she said, noting the sibilance of her speech as she slipped past.

It must have been something in her eyes that had disturbed the woman, but she didn’t care. Such worries were beyond her. There was only the mission.

Her feet trod on, quickly leaving the two of them behind as she turned a corner and climbed up a set of stairs. She frowned as her neck creaked, her head tilting back. She sniffed, sensing something in the air. What could it be?

Her eyes flicked over the brush surrounding the trail, looking for the tiniest bit of movement.

There. A man, hidden in a tree on her left, up a slope. Her heart started beating faster, but she calmed down as he moved towards the trail, his mouth levering open to reveal the shiny, black carapace inside.

He was not here to harm her. On the contrary, he was similarly infected, being ridden by one of the beetle-like creatures.

She recognized him from yesterday. Now that he wasn’t attacking, she realized that he was actually somewhat handsome.

Sure, his hair was scraggly, and he had a cut on his lip, but otherwise his face had that chiseled, weathered appearance you would get if you spent more time outside than indoors. A true mountain man.

That would only make sense, as she imagined that he had probably been infested fairly recently, given the state of his stubble and dirty clothes. He might look a mess, but he wasn’t starving. His bug must have put him on guard duty, though she couldn’t imagine why he had revealed himself to them yesterday.

Wouldn’t it have made more sense to pull single people off the trail to infest? Why had he attacked their group?

Buzz.

She couldn’t understand, but there must be a reason behind the madness. Her curiosity was piqued. She had to know more.

As she came closer to the man, she noticed that his forehead looked strange. There were black dots on his temples, twin, thin strands peeking out like long feelers into the air. Bug antennae.

She was surprised at their presence, but she should have expected as much. The man must be farther along in his transformation than she was, given the length of time he must have been carrying his bug.

Did that mean?

She tested her forehead again, confirming that small lumps had formed on either side. She must be growing a pair as well.

The internal panic came back, but it was quickly suppressed by the creature nestled in her skull. Why worry about the unavoidable? It was going to continue to change her, adapt her to its purpose. She must accept this fact, and stop worrying about it. Yes!

The man stood aside as she continued down the trail, slipping in behind her as he clicked his tongue. She didn’t know what that meant, but her throat bulged, the creature living inside her pushing up and into her mouth.

She was forced to stop as it breached her teeth, unable to breathe while it was in this position. Fortunately, it only remained there briefly, a chattering sound projecting from its body.

She rolled her eyes and swallowed as it pulled back, reopening her airway. Was that ever going to be less disruptive? She felt panic every time it decided to clog her throat.

Leaves rustled around her, brush shaking as more human forms appeared. Shocked, she watched as four of them approached, these ones looking even more altered than the first one.

Two of them were men, and two women, adults of various ages. They had long horns, projecting from above their noses, between their eyes. Their noses had flattened, mouths widening to accommodate a pair of sharp pincers that hooked forward.

Their skulls had ballooned upwards, becoming rounder, sunlight bouncing off shiny black carapaces. Twin antennae sprouted from their foreheads, dangling in front of them like tiny feelers.

Sharp, jagged spikes ran over their shoulders and down their arms, stabbing through their clothing. Chitinous growths were on the front and back of their hands, their fingers containing sharp claws.

She gulped as she realized what they were. They were beetle hybrids.

Was this her fate? Would the creature inside her turn her into one of them?

She tasted her emotions, but there was no confirmation. Perhaps it had decided upon a different course for her.

She sighed in relief, but the worry only built inside her heart. If she wasn’t going to become one of them, then what was she turning into?

Her forehead itched, and she scratched one of the lumps absentmindedly, trying to figure out what to do next. Would these hybrids attack her?

They turned, flanking her on either side as her feet began to move up the trail. She was being treated like one of them, which only made sense. She was being ridden by the creature infesting her body, just like they were.

The path turned, and up ahead she spotted the tree she had used to relieve herself the other day. They must be getting close to their destination, as this was where she had been bitten.

This guess was validated when she felt an urge to draw closer to the tree. She turned off the path, the others following her like an entourage. She was really starting to feel special, but they weren’t here for her, were they? Could they?

She shook her head, dismissing the thought. There was no way they had arrived to escort her. She was just another victim of the beetle creatures.

And yet… they had revealed themselves to her, and seemed rather protective of her presence. It would be foolish of them to reveal their presence with others on the trail, unless they had been waiting for her on purpose.

If that was the case—then why? This was extremely confusing.

Giving up trying to figure it out, she skirted around the side of the tree, the land before her dropping away into the familiar ramp that led to the cliff below. She could only imagine that she was being led to the cave in her vision, but she had no idea where the entrance was located.

She stopped on the edge of the narrow trail near the cliff, looking over the edge. She couldn’t see any caves in the rolling landscape from here, but with all the ground cover, it would probably be fairly easy to hide an opening.

The urge to keep moving seized her feet, and she began to move down the trail, raising her hands for extra balance. She really didn’t want to fall off a second time, thank you very much!

She seemed to be plenty stable, however, almost supernaturally so. There might be some side benefits to being infested by an ancient beetle creature, even if it was slowly taking over her mind. Yes!

Her body tingled with excitement at the encouragement, which she hadn’t detected for some time. It had integrated so deeply within her that she feared that there wasn’t going to be any way to remove it, even with medical attention.

She wouldn’t exactly be finding a fully equipped hospital out here in the forest, and the bug wouldn’t let her be examined even if such a thing did exist. She was well and truly screwed.

The sense of excitement within her continued to rise, however, and she had to admit that her curiosity was taking over. The creature wanted to show her something, and she wanted to see it.

She wanted to know why her life had been derailed in this fashion. There must be a purpose to all this.

The path swung around to the left, descending further. She could see tree roots sprouting through the dirt wall, erosion exposing the tips. It was pretty sheer, and if there was a cave here, it would definitely have been explored sooner.

She got the sense that the sanctuary where these beetles had come from was pretty well hidden, or this horrendous plague would have been unleashed long ago.

Her feet trundled to a halt as the path broke off to her right, descending farther below as it crossed over increasingly rocky ground. She didn’t feel any desire to continue following it, which meant that the cave must be nearby. That seemed sensible, as she was still fairly close to where she had initially been attacked by her beetle.

Huh. When had she started thinking of it as being hers? Its control over her mind must be tightening further.

Why did the thought of that seem so enticing? Why did she want to be controlled by this alien thing so badly?

Buzz!

She blinked, refocusing on the tree in front of her. A shock of surprise washed through her as she realized that the way the limbs curved outwards looked rather like a staircase. Stairs to… where?

She placed a hand on her forehead, looking up. Yes, halfway up the cliff face, there was a dark opening, almost hidden by one of the branches. It would be impossible to spot unless you knew what you were looking for. This must be it!

The hybrids gathered around her, clattering their mouthpieces together. It took her a long moment to realize that they were waiting for her. Was this some kind of initiation ceremony?

She glanced at the one next to her, shuddering as she noticed the large, rounded shell poking out of the woman’s back. It was a gigantic carapace, possibly hiding wings. Could she fly?

Boy, that would really be a trip if she could. A big, buzzing cloud of human sized beetles? That would give anyone cause for alarm.

Buzz.

The creature inside her interrupted her thoughts, pulling her back on course. She was getting distracted again. That must mean it wanted her to climb.

Stumbling forward, she reached out for a tree limb, looking at it with uncertainty as she tried to figure out how she was going to mount it. She didn’t possess much upper body strength at the best of times, and oh.

Her rambling mind came to a halt as she easily levered herself up onto the branch. That had been easy. Her thoughts stumbled over themselves as she continued to climb, moving up into the canopy with little trouble.

The final transition from the narrow limb to the opening in the cliff face was nerve wracking, but she was surefooted, making the final step without a hitch. The creature wouldn’t allow her to be injured. It couldn’t lose what it had been working towards for so long. Yes!

Comforted by this knowledge, she trotted into the blackness of the cave, blinking as she adjusted to the low light conditions. It was becoming increasingly difficult to know where to set her feet, but the creature knew.

Letting go, she allowed it to guide her steps, turning left and right seemingly at random. She lost track of time and space as she proceeded deeper into the hill, moving up and down through pitch blackness. This wasn’t just a small cave, it was an extensive network—and she was pretty sure she wouldn’t be able to find her way back out by herself!

This knowledge should have been freaking her out, but the creature buzzed in her skull, and her worry faded. She was under its control, and it knew where they needed to go. They would go together and see its purpose to fruition. She would obey. Yes!

The thrill of adventure trickled up her spine as she breathed in the humid air, pleasure licking at her brain. The longer the creature sat within her, fat and happy, the more it was altering her to its purpose. She might become one of those hybrid persons she had seen earlier, and that would not bother her at all.

She was its servant. She was its slave. Yes!

Oh, how these thoughts rattled her to her core! She already couldn’t imagine being anything else!

She blinked as light began to filter through cracks in the ceiling above, trickling down over the rock spikes that were suddenly visible. It was just as she remembered from the vision—she must be getting close!

She squeezed through the narrow passage ahead, speeding up her pace as her excitement grew. Yes, there were the jagged rocks surrounding the path, colorful crystal eggs nestled between craggy stalagmites. She stopped to examine one of them, bending over to trace a finger over the surface.

It was rough, tiny bumps tugging at her skin as she stroked one of the crystals that projected from the top. The crystalline matrix that made up the shell was primarily white in nature, but wherever the light hit it, a blue glow pulsed from somewhere deep within.

She frowned as she noted a hairline crack that ran over the top and down the side. What were these? More beetles? She still didn’t have any answers, and the creature in her head didn’t appear willing to give any.

She left the egg behind, turning to follow the winding path deeper into the cave. She already knew what she would find on top of the flat platform in the rear, but she was eager to get a better look at the environs, to soak up the atmosphere.

A thrill tugged at her heart as she ran up the final incline, locating the altar, spotting the sarcophagus sitting in the clearing beyond. Large jars of various sizes had been stacked next to the altar, the tops carved into the shapes of animal heads, their features embossed with gold paint.

This was all rather curious, but what hadn’t been obvious in the vision was the tremendously large frieze painted on the cave walls.

There were two dimensional images of royalty wearing hoods and stoles, bearing staffs tipped with bright blue gems. Around them were crowds of worshippers and pyramidal structures, with a recurring sun motif in the sky.

As she scanned from left to right, she realized that the scenes were meant to symbolize the daily life of the ancient people. Harvesting grain, filling cisterns, crushing grapes for wine, and creating bricks for houses. Beetles of various sizes and shapes buzzed around their feet, walking with them in harmony.

What a treasure trove! Any academic worth their salt would love to spend months here, studying and assigning meaning to each scene! It was a pity that she had only completed undergraduate studies, so some of the majesty was lost on her.

None of her former professors even knew this was here, though. She might be one of the first humans to step into this place for some time, besides the graverobbers. Pastel would be utterly green with envy if she knew how much she was missing out on!

How long had this sanctuary existed, unmolested? It couldn’t be for that long, surely! Some of the artifacts must have been brought over from ancient Egypt, but when? That sort of colonial thievery had been frowned upon for quite some time, and she couldn’t imagine anyone doing that sort of thing in the modern world.

That didn’t mean it hadn’t been done, of course. There could be a hidden cult out there that had been ostracized and forced to leave their homeland with all of these artifacts, but just look at the scale! It would have been difficult to keep all of this a secret!

Stepping up to the altar, she noted the golden urn that took pride of place near the rear. There were several smaller jars, as well, along with a studded leather dog collar, bracketed between twin candelabras. This vaguely reminded her of Joker, but it would be too large even for him. Whatever animal it meant to collar, it must be enormous.

Dismissing this, she gazed down, frowning at the flowing hieroglyphics that studded the surface of the stone altar. There was probably something here that could explain her condition, but she didn’t have the time to look up the rosetta stone.

A barking laugh escaped her throat as a buzz sounded in the back of her mind. It seemed like her time would be limited for anything not related to the creature’s desires.

That being the case, what did it want from her? She wasn’t going to open that coffin and lie down in it, was she?

Her pulse thudded in her chest, and she exhaled a breath, looking up at the urn sitting to the rear of the altar. She licked her lips and took a step forward, bracing her hips against the thick stone. She examined the intricately molded top, running her eyes over the curves of the golden beetle.

There was something about this container that was calling to her. What might it contain?

Reaching out, she took hold of the lid, her hands shaking as she gave it a little tug. Nothing happened.

Frowning, she pulled with more intensity, but the cork refused to budge. It was really stuck in tight!

Giving up for the moment, she wrapped her hands around the base, tipping the heavy urn over on its side to roll it towards her. She made a noise in alarm as the bottom edge came perilously close to the edge, but she was able to rescue it before it fell to the floor.

Heart pounding, she balled her hands into fists, psyching herself up. A vague queasiness set up shop in her stomach, but the creature didn’t seem to be too concerned. It was quite content with letting her make all the mistakes.

Well, what would it do if she destroyed a priceless artifact? She didn’t intend on finding out, but if it happened, it would be all its fault!

Buzz!

Ha, it didn’t like that. Well, it served it right for bringing her here and not telling her what needed to be done!

One more attempt, perhaps, and then she would give up and look for a tool. Gritting her teeth, she wrapped an arm around the neck, curling her fingers over the top of the shimmering, gold beetle.

Closing her eyes, she took in a deep breath, tensing her back. The seal broke with a loud pop, the lid flying into the air as the urn tumbled onto its side. She took a step back, feeling shocked as it flipped over, the beetle figure dropping straight down onto the corner of the table.

A resounding crack filled the chamber, and the cast form broke in two, shards peppering her knees.

Stunned, she stared at the urn in horror, worried that she would be punished for making such a silly mistake. Why hadn’t she held on harder? She just knew that she would mess this up!

A rumbling crash reverberated throughout the cave, putting her on edge as a thick, white smoke hissed from the interior of the urn. Whatever had been sealed inside was escaping, giving the air a curious flavor.

She calmed down as she took a sniff, the smell of bergamot and cinnamon filling her nostrils. It was rather pleasant, in an earthy way. Not like the mustiness of tombs at all.

Blinking a few times, she took a step forward, bemused. What had been hidden inside, she wondered? Was it filled with the ashes of a long dead emperor?

Peering through the wide neck of the jar, she gasped. Nestled in the bottom of the clay urn was a small nest of gray paper bedding, within which sat a large, golden beetle, its abdomen filling up the base.

It was a rather large specimen, impossibly fat for its isolation. There couldn’t possibly be anything for it to eat in there… how could it have survived being sealed inside?

And yet… its antennae were twitching, its bulbous head tilting upwards to spear her gaze with beady, black eyes, the forks of its mouth snapping together.

Clack. Clack. Buzz!

Its back folded open, large, yellow wings sprouting until they filled the interior of the urn completely. It stepped forward, black legs picking their way as it waddled up the center.

She backed up, studying it further as the top of its head breached the mouth of the pot. By all objective means, it was ugly, but there was a resonance inside her that was pleased to greet the fat bug.

Buzz!

She began to choke as her creature bulged out of her throat, forcing its way past her lips. She stumbled towards the urn as the bug prodded at her mind, seizing control.

She leaned forward, allowing the antennae of the golden beetle to meet her own. The two of them communed for a long moment, their mouthparts rubbing together, as if in greeting. She got the sense that they knew each other.

Before she could pass out from the lack of oxygen, the beetle inside her retreated, the back of her throat heaving as her gag reflex was triggered. She wasn’t bothered by any of this, however, as she knew exactly what she needed to do.

Reaching out, she seized the golden beetle on both sides of its abdomen, lifting its fat body into the air. Its wings folded behind its back and its carapace clicked shut, leaving a smooth expanse for her to admire.

Yes, it was beautiful. She hadn’t thought this when she had first spotted it, but she had changed her mind—or her mind had been changed for her.

Lifting the creature towards her chest, she set it on top of her breasts, the spines of its legs clawing at her belly. The beetle clacked its pincers together a second time, tapping them against her breast bone.

She nodded her head, knowing that what she was about to do was necessary, the truth pulsing in her brain. She had been infested by a beetle, and now she was going to become even more.

She would be host to a queen.

Her heart rose as the creature stabbed its face into her chest, a sigh of pain escaping her lips as her eyes rolled up into her head.


Chapter Six

When next she awoke, she was staring at the ceiling, dappled light beaming over her face. She moaned, taking a deep breath as she took in the forest of spikes that were congregated around the cracks. This must be where water was infiltrating the caves, dripping down the long spires, growing them as moisture left calcified material behind.

There was something heavy on her chest, compressing her lungs, but it was not unpleasant. It was almost as though she was wearing a weighted blanket, and with the warm temperature inside the cave, she was in no danger of freezing.

She lazily allowed her eyes to drift back shut, until she remembered everything that had just transpired. Gasping, she sat up instantly, almost hitting her head against the stone table. Damn.

Her head throbbed as her panic grew, a lumpy carapace mounted to her chest. Hands moving unconsciously, she draped her fingers over the hard shell of the golden bug that had taken up residence.

With a strength increased by adrenaline, she tried to remove it, tried to toss it away, but it wasn’t going anywhere. The shell was firmly fixed to her body, a strange, tugging sensation coming from her flesh where it was attached.

Heart thumping, she looked down, trying to get a better feel for the predicament she was in.

Yes, there it was, plain as day, two solid, gold lumps on her chest, in the shape of a scarab beetle’s abdomen. Its head was buried into her flesh, a third lump hidden under her skin. It had plowed itself right into her, pushing its legs into her body.

Somehow, they were becoming one. As she realized this, her panic began to ebb. She wasn’t sure why this idea seemed right to her, but its presence wasn’t alarming.

Instead, it was soothing. As it broke down the barriers between them, she would grow into a new creature. Its creature. A servant of the beetles, and of Him.

Rising to her feet, she used the edge of the stone table to stabilize her body. Yes, it was all here, an oblique explanation of her predicament.

Praise be to Khepri, He who creates a new sun every morning. He who develops from nothing, like the dung beetle who emerged fully formed from its ever rolling ball, spinning and circling with never ending zeal.

Glory be upon his eternal servant, bearer of the stone of equivalence, which keeps the balance between morning and evening. May he ever retain the obelisk, raising it each day for the benefit of all.

If it shall ever be lost, woe betide those who took it in ignorance. The guardians of good shall strive at nothing to return it to its rightful place, lest the balance waver, casting down all the foolish who thought better of themselves than the gods.

Praise be to Atum, the keeper of darkness, the king of the underworld. May He keep those who insult the gods within his domain and convert them unto the true faith. They shall serve Him forevermore.

It continued on in a similar vein, a sort of prayer and exhortation mixed together. Her eyes flickered up towards the urn, studying the image of the beetle headed man imprinted on the exterior. Yes, that must be Him, this Khepri.

She hadn’t a clue what it was talking about with regards to the artifact, however. Was that something stored within the sarcophagus?

She groaned as the golden beetle flexed its body against her chest, reminding her of its presence. She suddenly felt a little weak, her legs trembling. She frowned. This would never do.

Turning towards one of the smaller jars, she lifted it, popping off the cork. Without hesitating, she took a swig, choking down the cloying sweetness of the thick fluid.

It was necessary to keep up her strength, if she wished to survive as the mother priestess. A hissing buzz sounded in the back of her brain, the creature chiming in with its own approval.

She drank it all the way down, unable to stop herself. Somehow, she knew that this was necessary.

Finishing the drink, she set the container on the table. There were other things that were necessary, too.

Pressing her hands together, she bowed towards the urn. Words came to her lips, unbidden.

Ank’hu Thuwat Pru’than Na Khepri!

She blinked, frowning. It all seemed so natural to pray in this way, yet she wasn’t sure where it was coming from. The beetle in her skull certainly didn’t seem capable of conveying much more than a basic ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to confirm her thoughts.

That wasn’t the only beetle attached to her body now!

The carapace of the golden beetle on her chest fluttered open, giving her a glimpse of the large, papery wings hidden inside. Gorgeous!

When it settled back down, she moved her hands to rest on the exterior of the burnished carapace. It was smooth, as if it had been sanded down, the surface glowing like metal as it caught the light.

Closing her eyes, she sighed, enjoying the warmth of its presence as it snuggled up against her heart. She didn’t quite understand how all this worked, but she got the impression that it was feeding from her.

At the same time, it had somehow attached itself to her body, linking up with the creature already nestled inside her skull. In some way, they were communicating, transferring the knowledge she would need to become a proper priestess of their god, Khepri.

They hadn’t bothered asking her whether she wanted to become a priestess. She hadn’t exactly been religious before, so why should she start believing in some sort of sky god now?

Her heart thudded and she groaned, collapsing against the table as another vision took hold of her mind. She was still in the cave, but things were somehow different, a sense of time passing.

Her consciousness drifted over the crystalline eggs, moving closer to examine the cracked one she had noticed earlier. It had gotten wider, deeper, and the egg was rocking back and forth. Something was inside, and it wanted out.

She drifted closer and closer, a piece of shell clattering to the cave floor as something spiky poked out. The cracks grew, splitting off into shards as the egg exploded into a dozen pieces.

A flat nosed beast squawked as its head thrust into her face. She could do nothing to escape its snapping jaws, but she felt no pain as its teeth clacked together. Its jutting face punched through her ethereal consciousness as if she wasn’t even there.

Her panic faded as she realized that this was actually the case. She could not be physically harmed by this phantasm, no matter how revoltingly ugly it was.

This became even more evident as the beast spread out its wings, gray skin stretching between the body ridges that provided them support. It was larger than a human, closer to the size of a small donkey, with muscled ribs and powerful limbs.

Baring its fangs, the creature hissed, which soon echoed all around her, a choir of voices rattling in her ears.

Her view turned, and she spotted a multitude of glowing, red eyes staring back at her from the farthest reaches of the cave.

A throng of bat-like creatures, ready to spread terror upon the world. Her spine tingled as the vision wavered, the hissing ringing in her ears as the nightmare suddenly vanished.

She drew in a deep breath, thankful that the horrid creatures were gone, but the tension hadn’t faded. She was standing in the center of a cave full of eggs containing those things.

She was seized with a desire to leave, but the buzzing in her mind held her back. There was something she needed to do first.

The golden scarab buzzed against her chest, something wet soaking what remained of her shirt. Dismayed, she lifted up the hem, surprised to find a single, golden egg stuck to the interior, fixed in place by a sticky mess.

She was confused for a moment, but the warmth of affection tickled at her soul. It took her a long moment to understand that this wasn’t coming from without, but from within. It had originated in the golden beetle, and was being transmitted over their connection in a form she could understand.

Oh.

She sat on the ground, this understanding making her legs shaky. The beetle’s enlarged abdomen wasn’t just a characteristic of its species. It was also gravid with young—a clutch of eggs that it was currently squeezing out into her lap.

She giggled to herself to reduce the stress of the situation, palming the first egg in her hand and lifting it to examine it more closely.

The exterior was hard, but it flexed as she gave it a small squeeze. Staring at it grimly, she twisted her lips. She had just seen the abominations hatching from the larger crystal eggs. Why shouldn’t she smash this one against the rocks and flee?

Her head throbbed as her throat clenched, throttling the amount of air she could draw in. Okay, okay, that was a bad idea. Sorry!

The sudden pressure eased, and she trembled at this obvious means of control. She was stuck here with the eggs, and this one appeared to be starting to crack already.

This time, the emergence was more gentle, tiny pincers snapping together as the golden creature emerged from within. She marveled at its tiny body as it crawled out onto the palm of her hand, its feelers questing against her skin.

It looked similar to its mother, a miniature carbon copy that lifted its head as it slowly moved up and over the hump of her wrist. Watching it with curiosity, she tilted her arm out straight as it marched its way up to her elbow.

Once it reached the crook, it lifted its legs and set them against her skin, the sharp lengths of its pincers jabbing against her flesh. Her heart beat wildly as she held her breath, wondering what it was going to do next.

The sharp pinch of pain that came wasn’t as bad as she had expected, a flush of heat shooting through her body as it stuck its mouthparts into her arm. Its body pulsed, growing larger as she watched, swelling with her blood.

It should be hurting, but all she got from it was a tingle of delight. She shook her head as a sensation of euphoria overtook her brain. Laying back, she sighed as the creature pushed further inside, wrinkling up her skin until its body was embedded underneath, forming an enlarged lump.

Curious, she rolled a finger over the bump, feeling around the sides. It was spongy, not feeling at all as though a creature was buried inside. This must be what had happened during her original infestation, only she hadn’t been aware of the entire process.

That wasn’t the only egg being expelled from the gigantic scarab. A solid dozen of the golden orbs had collected on her shirt, and she suspected that she was going to be the prime host for all of them.

The old her would have been horrified at this thought, but now she was secretly looking forward to it. If she experienced that same sensation of euphoria every time a new bug embedded itself into her body, she might explode.

Letting out a long sigh, she lifted another golden orb, waiting impatiently for it to crack. When it did, she hissed, licking her lips as another tiny creature walked out onto her sensitive skin.

She knew that the mother beetle had done this to her, made her like it, but she didn’t care any more. This was who she was. She was a host, a nest for her young.

This was her purpose, who she was meant to be. A priestess for Khepri’s heralds, a bearer of His children.

Her chest throbbed as the mouth of the next beetle plowed into her skin. One after another, she lifted a new egg, waiting patiently as she was infested further, one lumpy bump after another crawling up her arms. She was truly becoming His servant.

Soon, all the eggs had hatched, her body a living crèche for the golden beetles. Proud of herself, she hugged the mother beetle to her chest, relaxing into the swell of joy that embraced her upper body.

She moaned and sighed, her brain being squeezed by the creature’s tendrils as a reward, endorphins caressing her thoughts. Yes, this was what she had been waiting for! The beetles were rewarding her for her obedience!

She sat there for a long while, vibrating in place as her muscles shook, throbbing and bouncing with ecstasy.

As the pleasure wore off, she braced the palms of her hands against the floor, climbing back to her feet, ignoring the throbbing trickles of pleasure running over her arms.

This, she accepted as reality, but she wanted to understand her purpose. Why was all this necessary?

She read the inscription on the table once more, frowning as her eyes looked for clues. Obelisk.

Her breath caught as she wobbled over to the edge of the platform, peering at the damaged sarcophagus beyond. Someone had clearly used an axe to smash open the center, a gaping black hole leading inside. It would have been simplicity itself for someone to reach in there and retrieve an artifact.

Her memory flashed back to the previous night, the strange object glowing on top of the washer in her friend’s house. Yes, of course! Pastel had the artifact!

But why was it so important? Why had it been mentioned in the writing, and why did the beetles seem so eager to retrieve it?

She clutched at her belly as new knowledge flowed into her mind, flashes and impressions sparking in her brain as she was shown the truth.

She must find and bring back the obelisk before the world was handed over to Atum, the destroyer of days. Once that happened, it would be too late. For all of them.

She would find new homes for the progeny of the beetle queen. They must be given hosts and convert more to their cause.

They would inflate their numbers with more controlled humans, building a small army to retrieve that which had been lost. Before the other eggs hatched, releasing a plague upon humanity.

Together, they would restore the balance, and prevent the apocalypse from being unleashed. As the guardian of new beginnings, Khepri willed it.

The beetle struggled within her body, jamming itself into her throat as her determination crystallized. Despite her discomfort, she recognized the sanctity of its presence.

She was a servant of the beetle god, as were her beetle companions. They could not fail. They would fulfill their mission.

She opened her mouth, a loud buzz filling the chamber as the tiny beetles danced inside her flesh.


Chapter Seven

Her trip back down the trail was mostly uneventful, though she had been forced to hide several times to avoid exposing herself to other hikers. It would have been impossible to explain why she had a gigantic golden scarab embedded in her chest, or why the lumps on her forehead had sprouted tiny antennae.

The other beetle hybrids had stayed behind, guardians for the altar and sarcophagus. She didn’t know how she felt about their presence, but they didn’t appear all that interested in her.

She wasn’t all that worried. The bigger problem, by far, was that she was becoming more like them with every passing moment. She didn’t know how far it would go, or when it would stop.

She didn’t want to stop it any longer—it was far too pleasurable. The beetles knew exactly how to work her body, having complete control over her autonomic functions.

Unfortunately, she didn’t have any time to satisfy her needs, as the requirements of her mission kept her utterly focused. The golden beetle’s children needed new homes, and she would provide them.

Climbing down the last stretch, she peeked out at the road. There were a few parked cars on the other side, but nobody was around. Good.

Stepping lightly, her heart fluttered as she retrieved the key to her car. It was going to be a rather awkward drive with the beetle on her chest. She’d have to pretend that she was pregnant. In some respects, perhaps, she was.

Popping open the car door, she tossed the enormous dog collar she had brought with her from the tomb into the passenger seat, crouching over to fit her enlarged body inside.

Wheezing, she grunted as the back of the golden beetle pushed up against the steering wheel. She was forced to move the chair back to give it some room, but this made it difficult for her to reach the wheel.

She laughed harshly as the engine turned over, shifting the vehicle into gear. Given what had just happened to her, she doubted she would be spending a lot of time driving.

Making a U-turn, she drove back down the mountain on autopilot, doing her best to reconcile with all the changes that had been made to her body.

If the others were anything to go by, she might be acquiring more monstrous features in the near future, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Beauty might be in the eye of the beholder, but she hadn’t much liked the look of the other beetle hybrids.

A queasiness boiled in her belly, and she knew that it was simply the creature’s way of showing her its displeasure. Too bad. She couldn’t change how she thought on the matter.

A pulsing coolness washed at the back of her mind, and she hissed, biting her lower lip. Right.

She couldn’t change her mind, but the creature could. It was still hard at work, remodeling her thoughts into a state more useful for it and its progeny.

It was little wonder that she was already starting to find her avulsion for the beetle like attributes displayed on the converted humans fading away. It wanted her to enjoy what it was going to do to her, and she had to admit that it was helping to smooth the transition.

She had to be honest with herself. It was getting increasingly easier to give it whatever it wanted, and she didn’t really care to resist the changes any longer.

The buzzing in her mind was crowding out everything else, the noise floor rising above whatever reservations she might have remaining. The golden beetle locked against her chest shook, its warm presence gripping her like a hug.

That’s right, she was a part of their family, now, an integral part to their reproductive cycle. She would bring her friend and her husband into the fold, and together they would restore the tomb of Khepri to its former glory, locking away the Doom that would otherwise enfold all of humanity.

She spaced out as the car seemed to float through the rural outskirts of the city, making corrections as she slowed for the light. If she peered up into the blue sky, it almost felt as though she was moving under an ancient sun, sandaled feet padding over acres of hot sand.

She knew these visions of times past must be inherited memories, being fed to her by the golden beetle, but they felt so real. More real than most of her recent, sordid past, anyway.

She preferred this fantasy. It was filled with wide, open expanses, and boundless possibilities. Not like the trainwreck her life had become. With these beetles, she had purpose again.

A grin grew over her face as her eyes refocused, the light in front of her turning green. Pressing smoothly down on the accelerator, she ran her tongue over her upper teeth, noting idly that they were thinning out into sharp points.

The skin on the back of her hands was getting leathery, too. Black splotches bled together into abstract shapes as they ran up her arms, interrupted by the large lumps where the golden beetle’s nymphs were nesting.

She shivered as she made the final turn into the cul-de-sac where her friend’s house was located. They wouldn’t need to remain hidden for too much longer. The nest must spread.

Rolling to a stop, she turned her head over to the dog collar and grinned. That wouldn’t be a problem for much longer.

Wrapping her fingers through the loop, she cracked open the door, resisting the urge to get down on her hands and knees. With the way she felt unbalanced by the creature clutching at her chest, that might be simpler, but she had to at least pretend that she was still a normal human. For now.

Closing the door, she moved up the sidewalk to the front of the house, slowing down as a creaking sound came from her tennis shoes. She scowled at the obvious dimples prodding against the toes. It was getting pretty obvious that she would do better without those, as well.

She could investigate what was going on down there after her task was complete. All of her clothing was getting to be rather uncomfortable, and she wished to be free of it. To cast off the camouflage of normal life and embrace her new state of being.

She clicked her hard tongue against the roof of her mouth, wrapping her arms over the golden scarab, feeling the comforting warmth of the mother bug’s presence. Yes, once this was done, she would relax for a good while and enjoy all the delightful changes being bestowed upon her.

Hobbling up the stairs, she reached out boldly and pressed the doorbell, an electronic chime sounding inside. Chittering to herself, she looked around at each corner, searching for a camera possibly mounted in an inconspicuous place.

Nothing. Lori’s husband must be more foolish than she had thought.

A rough barking sounded on the other side of the door, claws scrabbling near the base. A click came from the latch, the door swinging open to reveal the haggard figure of Roberto, his pasty face cast in shadow as he leaned over.

He wasn’t paying much attention to her, occupied with jerking his dog back by the collar. “Down, boy! What’s wrong with you?”

Joker was straining, choking himself with his eagerness to attack, a snarl on his lips. He lunged forward, and Roberto looked up, his hands straining as he noticed the golden beetle sitting on her chest.

“What the hell is going on here?” he asked, dropping to the floor.

“Not hell,” replied Lori, eyeing the dog as she slipped her enormous collar over the beast’s neck. “Although you might wish otherwise by the time all is said and done.”

The studded collar landed over the top of Roberto’s hands, and he gasped in surprise, letting go of Joker. The dog growled, forgetting her as his target for the moment, craning his neck around to try and chew it off.

The collar glowed a deep gold, and Joker whined, circling around and around in his vain efforts to remove it. In his desperation, he pushed past Roberto, whining and barking as he ran deeper into the house.

That problem dealt with, for the moment, she refocused on her friend’s husband. A tingle skittered over her skin as the children embedded in her arms throbbed. She sensed a familiar echo coming from the man, in reply.

Yes, he had been scratched by one of Khepri’s servants. He was already infested, and didn’t know it. She just needed to push him down the right path. Gently.

Her jaw went slack as the creature shoved its bulk into her throat, her eyes bulging as it breached past her lips. A loud buzzing sound filled the air, and Roberto groaned, slumping against the door, eyes looking dull.

She wouldn’t have to do much with this one. He had little room to resist, the spreading corruption leaving him susceptible to Khepri’s call. Yes!

Crouching, she grabbed at the man’s shoulders, shifting his body farther into the entryway so that she could close the door. She needed privacy until she could finish his conversion.

Fortunately, Pastel must still be away on errands, or she would have come to investigate the disturbance. She would have all the time she needed to turn her friend’s husband into a loyal servant of Khepri.

She breathed in through her nostrils, surprised to find that her lungs inflated, even with the creature occupying her throat. It must have changed her further, adapting her for its purposes so that she could remain functional. Yes!

She was grateful for it, but there was much to do. Pressing a knee into the floor between the man’s legs, she pushed him back against the wall, grinning at his lolling head.

She let out a breath, a buzzing whisper sounding through the beetle’s mouth. Yellow essence steamed from the back of the golden beetle’s carapace, swirling around as it slipped through Roberto’s teeth. His head jolted back, lips and eyes glowing the same deep golden color as he moaned, his jaw slack.

She squeezed her eyes shut as three of the lumps on her arms twinged, the creatures embedded inside moving around in their skin pockets. This was soon replaced with a jarring, sawing pain, tiny black pincers gnawing their way out.

Her body flushed with pleasure as the golden beetle trembled on her chest, feeding her endorphins to counter the pain of the birthing. She stroked its smooth shell, happy to be its surrogate mother.

Fortunately, it didn’t take long for the gold colored beetles to squeeze themselves out of their lumpy pockets, the skin deflating as they scurried out onto the backs of her hands. Reaching out, she clasped Roberto’s throat, examining him critically as the newly born beetles raised their heads in the air, antennae twitching.

Yes, he would make for an excellent host, after a few invasive alterations. He would serve, just like her.

The beetles scurried over her fingers, the two smaller ones climbing up the sides of his neck, clinging to his cheeks as they maneuvered their bodies over the sides. Turning around, they immediately proceeded to his ears, sticking their heads inside.

He groaned as their carapaces opened up, revealing tiny, buzzing wings as they pushed their large bodies into his ear canals. As they vanished, Roberto moaned, the glow in his eyes beginning to fade.

He raised his hands to his ears, pressing his fingers inside in a reflexive action to try and remove them.

Lori buzzed at him, a strangled laugh echoing from the beetle’s voice box. It was too late. There was nothing he could do about it now. His infestation was almost complete.

The largest of the three beetles had already moved around to the back of his neck, inserting its head under his skin. It would penetrate through to his spine, linking up with his nervous system.

Soon, it would be permanently attached, integrating with his brain. At that point, it would be all over for him. He could squirm all he liked, but there would be no going back.

She needed to keep him from leaving the house until that sequence of events came to fruition. Did her wonderful, monstrous creature have a solution for this problem?

Her belly gurgled, and she wrapped her arms under Roberto’s shoulders, pulling him to his feet. She could hardly believe the strength in her arms—yet another gift bestowed upon her by the beetles.

Standing, she turned and marched with him into the central hallway, following her instincts. His body twitched, but he didn’t resist her, his mouth moving without saying anything.

She could hear the dog whimpering from somewhere off to her right, but she didn’t look to see what he was getting up to.

She had given him the collar, as the beetle riding within her had commanded. The dog would embrace their demands, as she had.

It didn’t matter that he was a canine. There was no other option. They would obey their god. Glory to Khepri.

The beetle hanging out of her mouth chittered softly as she steered Roberto to the left, following the subtle impulses in her mind. These were similar to the yes and no answers the beetle had been giving her, but it was easier to follow them now. She had been attuned to its desires, and barely needed to think at all to obey what it was telling her.

They entered the bedroom at the rear of the house, passing by a mirror. She glanced at herself, seeing her master beetle dangling out, its sharp pincers clacking together as she frogmarched Roberto towards the back of the room. Her cheeks were a dark, splotchy blue, riddled with lumpy spots that looked like shiny pebbles.

Her teeth had become sharp spines, eyes a bright yellow, glowing the same golden color as the beetle embedded into her chest. As she watched, an inner pair of eyelids swiped over her eyes, lubricating them without disturbing her vision. How useful.

A hard lump had appeared on her forehead, crowding out her remaining brown hair, which curled around it on both sides, framing the shiny, black surface. It appeared as though she was growing her own carapace, similar to the smooth, hard shell of the beetle on her chest, a small horn projecting from the center of her head. Cute.

She wasn’t interested in all that at the moment, however. The beetle in her mouth shuddered, prodding her into action. She turned to the corner of the room and tilted her head back, wheezing as the beetle expelled a cloud of sticky, green fluid from its mouth.

Moving up and down, she painted the textured wall all the way up to the ceiling, only stopping when the beetle ran dry. Seizing Roberto, who had been standing next to her like a silent sentinel, she turned him around and placed him in front of the tacky mess.

With a sudden surge of strength, she picked him up and bodily placed him high on the wall, gluing him into place. This motion seemed to wake him up from his stupor, and he choked, appearing to see her for the first time since he had answered the door.

“What’s the meaning of this?” he spluttered, trying to move his hands from the wall.

The gooey substance stretched, but held firm, binding him inextricably in place, no matter how much he struggled.

Lori gurgled as her master buzzed at him, its pincers closing as it retreated back down into her throat. She swallowed heavily, feeling it shift back into place inside her neck, its controlling presence looming large in her mind.

Lori made a double take as an image was inserted directly into her thoughts. Ah. This explained much.

“A penance,” she croaked out. “I think you know what I’m talking about.” She gave him a knowing grin.

“No, actually, I don’t,” Roberto replied, tight lipped. “I can’t imagine what I could have done to deserve being strung up like some kind of… fly.”

“You touched what should not have been touched,” she hissed, as the explanation unfolded in her brain. “You stole the obelisk. Without its calming presence, the Doom will be unleashed upon this world.”

Roberto formed his hands into fists, tugging at the walls, but he was unable to accomplish much beyond spreading the fluid around, getting himself even more stuck. “I didn’t steal anything!” he protested.

“Pastel showed an artifact to me, and I told her she should put it back where she found it. She told me that she had done so, so I left it at that.”

The beetle buzzed inside her head. She couldn’t tell if he was telling the truth, but the reality of the situation was, it didn’t matter.

She stepped over to him, lifting herself up on her tippy toes so that he could get a better look at her face. “Every beginning has an end. Every start, a finish. As the sun goes up in the sky, so too must it come back down. That is the unchangeable nature of the universe.”

“You had the artifact. You did not return the artifact. Without the artifact, the Doom approaches. The guardians have been released. It must be returned, or Atum will rise again.”

“But she claimed that she had returned it!” groaned Roberto.

Lori frowned. “So you still don’t know where it is,” she hissed. “No matter. You will join us. You will serve us. You will help us to secure Pastel, and she will bring us to where the artifact is located. It shall be returned, before Atum does.”

Dropping her jaw, she belched, a glob of the sticky, green substance plopping out onto her hand. She reached up and shoved it into Roberto’s face, jamming it into his mouth. He moaned as his teeth reflexively closed around the mess, sticking them together.

“Your beetle will release you when the time is right,” she continued, her voice rasping from the residue of the fluid. “You will be our soldier. You will obey us.”

Roberto’s eyes rolled closed, twin lumps appearing at his temples. The infestation was proceeding apace. The bug at his neck was already burrowing into his spinal column. His brain would be under their control soon.

A whine from behind drew her attention, and she turned around to take in the large, black dog that filled the doorway. He was watching her at full attention, his eyes blazing red.

The collar she had fitted on Joker was the same size as before, but the dog had transformed, becoming large enough to fill it out. His fur was short, black as night, with ears twice as tall as his snout.

Gold fur colored the interior, matching the wide, gold band at his neck. She scooted over to him and petted his head, scratching him with the tips of her taloned fingers.

The dog didn’t seem to feel any pain, dipping his head in acknowledgement of her presence. He had been reformed into a true servant of Khepri, a dog remade in the image of Anubis.

A useful pet and guardian, he would provide her an alert if anyone returned to the house. She would need to give Pastel an appropriate greeting. Once she was converted, the four of them would track down the artifact and prevent the Doom from taking hold of this world.

Until that happened, she had another task to accomplish.

Images appeared in her head, telling her what needed to be done. She patted the carapace of the Grand Mother beetle on her chest, soothing her anxiety.

It would all be done as she desired. The new nest would be complete before her friend returned.


Chapter Eight

Pastel pulled up into the driveway and shut the engine off, frowning as she noted that none of the lights were on in the house. Roberto would normally have gone to work by now, but with her friend visiting, both of them had taken a couple of days off to spend with her.

They had scheduled this several months in advance, but now she was regretting every minute of it. Playing host while the most exciting artifact she had ever found in her life was sitting in their laundry room was the most excruciating thing she had ever done.

It couldn’t stay there forever, of course. If Roberto had spotted it, he would know that she had lied to him, which would have led to an awkward conversation. That was why she had taken it to the lab while doing her errands, leaving it in her locker until she could study it further.

The blue glow it was emanating was so enticing—where was its power source? How did it remain functional? There were so many things she wanted to know, but she couldn’t do anything while it was moldering in the lab.

That was better than keeping it in the house, she supposed. The dog had been strangely attracted to its presence, making it difficult for them to get him to go outside to piss on time. There had been at least one mess they had needed to clean up, and she was very unhappy about that.

Muttering to herself, she retrieved the bag of groceries out of the back seat, slamming the car door as she strode up the pavement to the front door.

Just one more day. One more day, and she’d have her friend out of her hair, and then she could get back to work!

A milk bottle clinked against a can of wasp killer, which she looked at with disgust. She’d been stung the last time she’d tried to use it. Maybe she’d get her husband to tackle that chore, since he had smirked at her discomfort the last time. It would serve him right!

Pressing the doorbell, she waited as the two tone chime sounded throughout the house. After a few seconds, she frowned, pressing it again.

No barking noises, no feet tramping down the hallway, no nothing. It was as silent as a tomb. Had Roberto forgotten Joker outside and gotten himself distracted with his video games again? If that was the case, she’d have some choice words for him.

She set the groceries on the ground, shifting her purse around so that she could dig for her key. It turned out to be at the bottom, as these things always did. She supposed she shouldn’t get too angry at that, but it was hard to stop the cumulative annoyances from building into a blazing rage.

The door creaked open, and she sighed. It was pitch black. Another frustration.

This one, she couldn’t blame on her husband, but it was definitely unusual. The sun was out, but no light appeared to be entering the skylight in the entranceway.

Lifting up the groceries, she took a step inside, feeling around for the lightswitch.

Click. Nothing.

She flipped the switch back and forth a few times, but there was no response. Maybe the bulbs had gone out? That should be impossible, as they had just recently had them replaced for efficiency reasons.

“Roberto?” she called out, closing the front door and proceeding into the hallway. “Where are you? Ugh, what’s that?”

Her foot had slid into a spongy, sticky material, which seemed to cling to her shoes. She bit back a cry as she stumbled forward, almost dropping her groceries. Had Roberto dropped something on the floor and neglected to clean it up? Why couldn’t she see anything?

The sunlight coming through the kitchen window was distorted, greenish, and wasn’t bright enough to show her the way. She tried the hallway lightswitch, and this time the lights came on, but they were obscured, just like the light from the kitchen.

A film was stretched over the curved light fixture, like a cobweb, but thicker. Reaching up, she prodded it, shuddering at the wet feel. Yuck!

A shiver ran over her shoulders. If the lights were messed up like this, and the floor was just as nasty, what about the walls? Had her home been completely coated in this substance?

She was about to retreat to locate a flashlight when a moaning grunt came from the bedroom. “Honey?” she asked, her voice a little higher pitched than she would have liked. “Is that you?”

Lifting her feet one at a time to shake off the sticky substance, she proceeded deeper into the house, clutching at the grocery bag as she got closer to the bedroom. The walls appeared to be curving closer to her as she approached.

Was she imagining the lumpy bumps surrounding the door frame ahead, the shiny glimmers that seemed to remain just out of sight?

She grunted, pushing her fears away. She hadn’t just entered some haunted house. This was her home. She wasn’t certain what kind of a mess Roberto had made, but she was going to find out and make him clean it up.

Stepping into the bedroom, she tried the lights again. They snapped on, revealing the horrifying extent of what she had stepped into.

Strands of green film had been spread all over the room, hanging from the walls, draped over the dresser mirror and the bed, resulting in an organic mess that appeared to shudder. Tiny, black insects shuffled away from her, darting into every nook and cranny in an attempt to get away from the light.

This was alarming enough, but there was also a man attached near the top of the far wall, his nude body wrapped by the filmy material. His eyes were shut, face pale, black lines radiating from the corners, wrapping down and over his cheeks.

Her fingers clutched at the grocery bag as if it was a totem, her fear growing as she recognized her husband. What the hell was going on here? Was this… a prank?

Unable to believe what she was seeing, she reached out, prodding the thick matrix of woven threads over his thigh. Spongy and sticky, just like the matted floor out in the hallway. It was undoubtedly the same material.

He suddenly drew in a deep breath, the threads creaking as he pulled against the wall. Eyes snapping open, he fixed her with a yellow glare, irises bloodshot. His mouth opened and he wheezed, gurgling as something large bulged at his throat.

His jaw dropped open and a bulbous head shot out, followed by a thick, shiny black carapace. Pincers wiggled in her face, and she shrieked in alarm.

It looked like a gigantic parasite had taken up residence in his stomach!

Revulsion gurgled in her chest as she took a step back, dropping the groceries to the floor. The milk bottle cracked open with a loud tinkle, the bottom of the paper bag becoming soaking wet.

The noise broke her out of the gibbering terror that clawed at her thoughts, the instinct to run seizing hold of her limbs.

She couldn’t, though. The ground had become alive, crawling with tiny black beetles that were buzzing towards her from all sides.

She grabbed at the bag, clawing at the contents as a cold thrill ran down her spine. Her hand closed around the top of the can of wasp spray, and she jumped back, making a triumphant cry. Screwing up her eyes, she depressed the top, moving it in a quick circle to make a temporary kill zone for the insects.

The acrid smell assaulted her nostrils, but her soul buoyed as she noticed that some of the beetles were retreating, while others were rolling over on their backs, legs jerking spasmodically. Yes. Take that, you nasty bastards!

The immediate threat taken care of, she swallowed the bile in her throat and looked up at the man still stuck on the wall. The ugly creature had extended farther out from his throat, its carapace opening up to reveal a set of double wings that buzzed in the air. Roberto’s eyes looked dead, as if he wasn’t seeing anything at all.

Fuck!

The epithet ran through her head as she instantly considered and discarded her options. If she shot him in the face with the wasp killer, he might end up getting poisoned, too! With the way he was stuck to the wall, she wouldn’t be able to do much for him even if she killed the monstrous creature that had infested his throat.

“Hold on there, Roberto,” she gasped. “I’ll get you some help!”

She had no idea what kind of help would solve this problem. Did the government have an agency for dealing with gigantic bug infestations?

She giggled nervously to herself as she backed up, glancing into the hallway to make sure that more gigantic bugs weren’t creeping up on her from behind.

She just couldn’t see anything back there, damnit! It was too damn dark!

There was no way she was going to stay here with all these freaking bugs, though! It was time to get out and call an exterminator or something!

She shuffled down the hallway, preemptively spraying some of the wasp killer on either side to keep the bugs at bay. Who knew how many of those bastards were lurking in the dark?

They could be up on the ceiling, too, just waiting for her to walk underneath so that they could drop into her hair. She shivered as she slowed down, imagining them crawling into her mouth and nostrils.

Shit, why couldn’t her head just shut up? She already had enough to worry about, damnit!

Like navigating down a sticky hallway with only dim shadows for guidance. Ugh, this was more difficult than when she had come in!

She was nearing the front door, though. Soon she would be free!

A dark shadow up ahead gave her pause. What the hell was that?

It shifted, a long, mournful howl filling her ears as two blazing red eyes speared her soul. Her heart thumped in her chest as she lifted the can of spray.

“Joker, is that you?” she hissed, her throat dry.

In response, there came a snarling growl, the eyes watching her with malevolent intent. Whatever that was, it wasn’t her dog.

Her mind spun uselessly, overloaded. The fear had become ascendant, pushing out any rationality. The only thing she could do now was flee!

Spinning, she began to rush back down the hallway, heading for the back door, clutching the spray can against her chest. She was in a nightmare. It had to be! She’d keep running, and escape her malfunctioning brain.

If only she could wake up!

She stumbled once or twice, but it didn’t slow her down. Navigating from memory, she sped up as she reached the sitting room, barreling towards the sliding glass door that opened up onto the back deck.

To her relief, the latch was already undone, allowing her to open and shut the door with minimal fuss. Huffing with relief from the sudden terror she had just experienced, she pressed her back against the glass door, trying to regain her equilibrium.

This just couldn’t be real, could it? Her husband must be playing a practical joke on her. Had he gotten with Lori and planned out this entire scenario? Was someone going to jump out of the shadows and tell her that she was on a reality show?

Her mind kept racing, but none of these things happened. She was in the backyard, the sun shining above, warming her skin. Leaves shivered in a soft wind, birds chirping in the distance.

Not everything seemed ordinary out here, however. A messy hole had been dug in the center of the yard, large enough for a human to crawl into.

What could have caused that? There was no way any animal she knew of would be capable of such a thing. Not unless the gophers in the area had turned into monsters, too!

Breathing hard, her curiosity got the better of her. She trod across the wooden deck, the nerves in the back of her neck twitching.

When she reached the edge, she peered into the pit, wishing again that she had a flashlight. There was very little she could see from this angle, but it appeared deeper than she had first thought, descending into the earth at a steep angle. It was almost as though someone had decided to sink a shaft in her yard, mining for precious metals. Odd.

As she tilted her head, a glimmer of light bounced off a figure inside, and she took a step back, realizing that it was moving.

Her belly lurched as it lunged forward, a large, golden carapace shining in the light. It was sectioned into two segments, a spherical lump on top followed by a larger body below. The larger carapace was split down the middle, levering open to reveal enormous beetle wings, but she couldn’t see any eyes or mouth. What kind of a creature was this?

The carapace rose up as the monster flipped over, revealing a woman’s face, dark blotches decorating her cheekbones. She had no eyebrows, and twin antennae projected from her forehead, dancing over her pitch black eyes.

“Hello, Pastel,” hissed the creature, her needle sharp teeth clashing together like toothpicks. “How does it feel to be living in a nightmare of your own creation?”

“What the fuck?”

Pastel was unable to say anything else as her eyes ran over the woman’s body, which had become a horrid caricature of the friend she used to know. Armored plates covered her shoulders and hands, a large, golden sphere embedded into her breastbone right above her breasts.

The creature clutched at her swollen belly, clawed hands rubbing over roughened gold skin. She was gravid, perhaps with one of those beetle bugs she had seen coming out of her husband’s mouth?

Narrowing her eyes, she raised her hand, pointing the muzzle of the spray can in the creature’s direction. “If this really is a nightmare, you are not my friend,” she said in a high pitched voice. “What are you? Explain yourself!”

The creature sat back on her haunches, patting at her belly and burping. There were black dots on her chin and around her lips, lumpy growths that gave her an unsettling appearance. “It’s not that complicated,” she said in a growling voice. “You stole the artifact and triggered the curse. The guardians were released, and we must retrieve it—before the Doom arrives to destroy everything.”

Her face settled into a satisfied grin. “Now that you’re here, you’re going to tell me exactly where you’ve put it.”

“No,” choked out Pastel, backing away from the ugly monster. “I’m not going to tell you anything.”

The humanoid took a step forward, her belly wobbling as the carapace on her back flexed open. Her yellow eyes were fixed on Pastel, unblinking. “Yes, you will,” she buzzed, her throat bulging obscenely. “You will listen to my words and obey. If not, I will take you and make you His, and then you will tell me everything.”

She didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded ominous. Her stomach roiled as tension wrapped around her neck, eyes flicking side to side. “Who is He?” she asked, stalling for time as she looked for the fastest way out of the yard.

“The god of creation, of course. Khepri, the keeper of beetles, the beginning of everything. He has blessed me with His presence and made me His priestess. I am a herald of His magnificence, and a prophet of the Doom. I will do anything in my power to prevent Atum from becoming ascendant.”

More words, but few of them meant anything to her. They must be important, but she still didn’t have a complete picture.

“Aren’t Khepri and Atum two aspects of the sun god Ra?” she asked. “Why would either of them have avatars on earth?”

The former Lori made a hissing rattle. “So much talking for a simple thief. The time for questions is over. Come, tell me what I want to know, or accept your fate.”

Neither of those plans sounded particularly appetizing. She made a split second decision to make a break for the fence. She wouldn’t bother wasting time with the latch—vaulting over the top would reduce her exposure and give her the best chance of success.

She stared at the ugly creature, her revulsion churning. There was also—a bit of pity, too. She was sorry for what her friend had become, but that didn’t mean she was going to allow herself to be captured by this so-called ‘priestess.’

“Fuck this,” she said in a strained voice, her throat heaving with disgust. “I’m not going to be infested by your shitty little bugs, and I’m not going to tell your crappy pretender god anything.”

Lori roared, a buzzing vibration resonating in Pastel’s belly. Her jaw dropped open, throat throbbing as twin pincers shot out of her mouth, followed by the bulbous abdomen of a gigantic beetle.

Gritting her teeth, she lifted her arm and sprayed the hideous thing with the wasp spray, aiming for the creature’s mouth.

The monster recoiled, an unearthly scream shattering her eardrums. Focusing, she continued to spray, giving the entire front of the former ‘Lori’ a full soaking, until the can ran dry.

A hissing sizzle sounded as the liquid appeared to eat into the creature’s skin like acid, a high pitched keen piercing her ears as Lori rolled over, presenting the buzzing wings on her back.

Pastel tossed the empty can at the writhing bug and ran, heading straight for the fence. It was only a couple of strides away, the cross pieces looking large in her vision. If she grabbed the top one and pushed off from the bottom, she could be over and away before that Lori thing had a chance to respond.

She was under no illusion that the wasp spray would kill or incapacitate the creature. It was far too large for that, though one could hope.

A blur of motion coming from her left slowed her stride, her heart pounding as her brain tried to place the large figure. It was as black as a shadow, legs loping along as it slowed to a stop in front of the gate.

“Joker?” she wheezed out, confused as she noted the dog’s unexpectedly golden ears. “What’s up with you, boy? What happened to you?”

No, she was mistaken. This didn’t look like Joker at all.

The dog she knew had a short snout, with a lolling tongue that always looked like it was laughing at you. His floppy ears would wiggle to and fro while you scratched his head, and although he was a bit of a trickster, he was the most loyal dog she had ever met.

This animal had none of those attributes. His jaw was long, with rows upon rows of sharp teeth, his cheeks lifted into a snarl. Red eyes were framed on either side by extremely tall ears, the tips looking sharp, like daggers.

Overall, he was simply massive, with a golden, studded collar about his neck. She wouldn’t be able to shove him out of the way, and if he decided to jump on her, she wasn’t going anywhere.

Fear spiking, she altered course, heading to a different portion of the fence. She kept her gaze on the dog, worried that he was going to pounce at any moment.

He growled, but seemed perfectly happy to sit where he was, for the moment. “Good dog,” she whispered under her breath. “Stay there.”

The vague buzzing from behind her was increasing in volume, but she didn’t look back, knowing that she was running out of time. That Lori creature seemed to have wings, and although she didn’t think such a large mass could become airborne, she wasn’t going to wait around to be proved wrong.

Speeding up, she made a strangled cry as one of her feet hit the ground at an angle and twisted. No, she couldn’t fall, not when she was so close!

She lurched forward, trying to regain her balance, blanking out when she realized that there wasn’t anything to push off of. The ground was simply gone.

Her heart jolted into her throat as she dropped through a bunch of grass that had been carefully laid out to mask the edges of a deep pit.

Impossible. She knew every inch of this yard. This hadn’t been here before!

What she thought she knew didn’t change the reality of the situation. She was falling.

Her brain slowed down, the disaster unfolding in slow motion. Sheaves of grass tumbled around her, dust flying in the air as she clawed helplessly for the edge.

Her fingernails impacted the sides and slipped off, dirt particles and small rocks buffeting her forehead. She hit a shoulder against the side and kept falling, down, down.

How deep was this thing?

A shock of pain ran up her spine as her butt hit a large cushion of grass that had been arranged in a pile at the bottom of the hole.

She stared up in disbelief at the sky above, the walls extending at least two body lengths above her. The ragged edges led down to smoothed sides, which appeared to have been worked with some kind of tool. She wasn’t going to be climbing out of this any time soon.

Wheezing, she tried to regain her breath, the shock starting to wear off as her brain began to work again. The pit wasn’t a closed off hole—indeed, there seemed to be a large tunnel extending off somewhere towards the center of the yard. It was possible that this connected with the entrance she had seen earlier, acting as another exit to the underground network.

A head appeared at the top of the pit, yellow eyes looking down at her. A vicious grin was on the Lori thing’s face, her face a splotchy red as her antennae twitched.

“That was a dirty trick you pulled,” she coughed. “Poison? You might have succeeded at disfiguring me, but in the end, you were unable to escape. Foolish girl.”

“Really? I think the sunburned appearance is rather an improvement,” retorted Pastel. “Either way, I think it’s time for me to leave.”

The creature laughed harshly. “And how are you planning on escaping? You’re a rabbit, in my hole. Under my control.”

Pastel rolled over. “Over my dead body,” she muttered, terror clutching at her chest as she crawled towards the darkness.

She could smell fresh air, which was promising, but she didn’t know how far she would have to go to find another opening, and it was going to be pitch black. The fear of tight spaces drummed in her brain, the walls closing in as the light faded.

“Nice try, rabbit,” called out the Lori thing, a buzzing sound filling the air. “Run while you can. They’re waiting for you.”

She wasn’t sure what the creature meant by that, but it didn’t sound promising. It was even more important for her to hurry. She could only imagine that her former friend would be moving to the mouth of the other tunnel, ready to stop her egress.

This time, she wouldn’t hold back. She’d punch her right in the face and get out of here.

Adrenaline buzzing, she moved deeper into the tunnel, concerned that it appeared to be curving downwards. That seemed like the wrong direction, but the air seemed okay, and the buzzing appeared to be fading. This direction was away from the horrid creature, and for the moment, that would have to be enough.

She touched the sides of the walls, feeling confident at the fact that they weren’t narrowing. In fact, they seemed to be getting wider. How long had the creature been working on this? Surely, it couldn’t have accomplished this all on its own?

She pushed that thought away, the worry in her soul increasing. She was in deep trouble this time, worse than when she had gotten lost at a desert dig site.

“Oh, Pastel, what are you going to do now?” she muttered to herself, trying to reduce her fear with the sound of her voice.

She could see a faint light, far ahead of her. Her eyes strained, trying to make sense of it, but there didn’t appear to be much to see.

As she approached closer, she realized that she was moving into a larger cavern, a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling in the middle of the chamber. She slowed, trying to take in the expanse, but the light didn’t reach the walls.

She felt as though she had been teleported to another time and place. She was so far outside of what she understood that her mind must be playing tricks on her. The thought that this must be a dream came back, but the pain in her ass was real. She couldn’t afford to treat this as if it was a bad fantasy.

Getting up on her knees, she moved towards the light, spotting a circular straw pile situated right underneath on the floor. It appeared to be sturdy in construction, the strands woven together into a thick matrix to give it structure and stiffness.

Worried that this was a trap, she approached closer, leaning over the side to see what the bowl shaped nest might contain.

Small, black, obsidian ovoids, smaller than her fist. They looked like eggs.

Unable to restrain her natural curiosity, she picked one up, turning it back and forth to marvel at how speckles embedded in the shell reflected the light.

She set it back down as it began to rattle, a loud buzz filling the chamber. A terrible thought uncoiled in her mind. These eggs—had they been carried to term by that Lori creature?

The buzz increased in volume, to the point where she was forced to place her hands over her ears. The other eggs in the nest were rocking back and forth now, in resonance with the noise, cracks appearing in the exterior of the egg shells.

She had to get out of here. Now!

One of the eggs exploded, a small, six legged creature popping out. She glanced over its shiny blue carapace as her mind blubbered, her knees pressing against the ground as she got to her feet.

Ow! A sharp spike of pain shot through her skull as she hit the ceiling of the cave, the light bulb dangling in front of her eyes.

Get. Out. Get. Out!

She shrieked as a stabbing pain lanced at her leg. There was one of the tiny beetle creatures, jabbing its head into her thigh.

Moving without thinking, she rushed away from the nest as more jabs of pain appeared, from all over her body. She was surrounded on all sides by the insects, and they were embedding themselves into her!

A cool feeling of relief temporarily kept the pain at bay as she touched a cave wall. She would use her sense of touch to follow this to the surface and find medical help to extract the little buggers!

She would find a way out. She would be free! She would… oh, that didn’t seem right, did it?

Sudden dizziness struck her head, and her arms felt numb. A sudden sleepiness rolled over her body, and she dropped to the floor. Pinpricks of pain jabbed through the skin of her arms, marching up her back.

Clawed hands wrapped under her shoulders, dragging her up into a sitting position.

“Don’t worry, Pastel,” crooned a familiar voice. “The change is coming. Once you cede all control to the gods, your life will be better. No thinking, no misery. Trust me.”

A buzzing sound filled the air as all of her fear and pain faded away, her thoughts stopping as her head rested against the woman’s soft bosom.

Everything would be okay. She was safe at last.

She barely noticed the sharp pinch at the back of her neck as the control bug inserted itself into her spine.


Chapter Nine

Cereal crunched in her mouth as she chewed the sweet chunks of shredded wheat, gooey maple syrup coating her lips. Stopping for a moment, she belched and patted at her belly, which was enormously swollen.

Her body shuddered as her thoughts meandered, a buzzing sound bringing her back on course. She needed to eat to keep up her energy. Not just for herself, but for her loved ones, too. There were so many eggs she needed to bring to term. Yes!

It was a pity there wasn’t any milk to put in her bowl, but at least the bottle that had broken had served to feed some of Lori’s children. She turned her head and smiled at her friend, admiring the overlapping armored plates that had grown over her shoulders.

They served to complement the shiny, gold carapace sitting over the center of her chest, where the mother beetle had attached itself to her friend’s body. As Lori shuffled in her seat, the armor plating shifted, giving her a glimpse of the enormous, bulging veins that fed into the spots where the bug’s legs had pierced her body. The two of them were inseparable at this point, just like the bug that had taken up residence in her head.

The buzzing sound in her skull increased, and she returned to her meal, eating another spoonful of the cloying sweetness. Her belly gurgled as the creature shifted inside her spine, causing her fingers to tingle in response.

She felt full, large enough to pop. Lori must feel like this, too, as her belly was just as large, the two of them holding hundreds of growing eggs.

She was a nest. She loved being a nest. Yes!

Swallowing, she felt her throat bulge. The sensation was similar to when her parasite decided to push its way into her mouth. It was unpleasant, but she was starting to associate this with her subservience to her new master, making her feel submissive.

That was good. She was its host, and should obey it in all things. Yes!

A tromping gait drew her attention to the door. There was little light in the room, as the beetles had been working diligently to cover the floors, walls, and ceiling with an organic substrate that they could more easily hide themselves in.

She didn’t need much light to see, however. The creature infesting her body was tweaking her human senses to make them more useful.

A male figure appeared, a gigantic beetle hanging from his lips. The giant shadow of a large animal sat next to him, silent as a grave.

He chittered at them, his throat bulging as the parasite spoke. She understood the message intuitively, the bug in her brain translating the noises into something intelligible.

She turned towards Lori, using human words to speak. “The nest is well established, my priestess. Another clutch has been laid, and the tunnels have been spread into the neighboring yards. Soon, they too will know the glory of Khepri, the lord of dawn.”

Lori rested her hands on top of the golden carapace on her chest, her craggy face creasing with soft pleasure as her antennae twitched. “Excellent, but that isn’t our most important mission. I have been waiting for the integration with your parasite to complete, and now that it has, we can proceed to our next goal.”

She leaned forward, the shiny, black carapace on her head bulging. To Pastel’s eyes, it appeared to throb, wiry veins running just under the surface.

“How did you originally find the cave of our new Lord and Master?”

Her feet felt like they were rooted to the floor, the urge to answer welling up within her. She struggled for a moment, but there was no compelling reason to hide it.

Its tendrils flexed within her brain, the buzzing washing away her remaining defiance. “As an archaeological student, I’m always interested in ancient signs of human civilization,” she began, the words being pulled from her throat.

She gave in, her voice moderating as she accepted that there was nothing she could do to stop herself. “I was hiking with my husband, and we turned off the trail together, because we were curious and wanted to see where one of the side trails led. While exploring, I noticed an ancient hieroglyphic carved into the trunk of a large tree.”

“And?” asked Lori, the stony protrusions on her face flexing with every word. “What did that mean to you?”

“It was marked as an ancient burial ground,” Pastel sighed, leaning back as the buzzing eased, her brain conquered, for the moment. “That seemed odd to me, as it wasn’t obvious as to why that would be the case. Whoever heard of ancient Egyptian tombs out in the middle of a North American wilderness? Sure, there are burial mounds around here older than the Egyptians, but those people have nothing to do with ancient Egypt.”

“So you started looking for something unusual, out of place. What did you find?”

“We continued down the path, looking carefully. I located a sign which marked the proper place, and we spent an hour searching around until we found the hole high up on the wall. From there, you can pretty much reconstruct the rest of the story. You’ve been in the cave.”

Lori nodded, crossing her arms. Large lumps were visible around her elbows, bumps running up to her shoulders where additional bugs were hiding, drinking her blood to grow strong.

“What was the motivation for robbing the artifact from His tomb? Were you paid to do so?”

“What? No!” replied Pastel, shocked. “It had a curious blue glow I had never seen before. I was only planning on bringing it back to the lab for further nondestructive research. I wanted to examine it in a sterile environment and perform some scans!”

“And what was the plan after that, hmm? Were you going to return it to the tomb, and not tell anyone else of its presence? Would your husband have agreed to that? The discovery of a lifetime?”

This was where Pastel got a little uncomfortable. She would have had to get the professor on board with her plans, and the more people who knew about the artifact, the less secret it would be.

Sooner or later, the media would get involved, and then a team would be dispatched to investigate and curate all of the remaining artifacts.

“No,” she said softly. “The best I could promise is that everything within the tomb would be treated with care, but it’s likely that it would all eventually end up in a museum.”

“And therein lies the problem,” said Lori heavily, leaning forward until the top of the golden carapace rested against the table. “I have told you about the Doom. His eggs are already hatching. We still have time, but if we do nothing, it will be too late.”

The buzzing in her skull increased, and she made a heavy nod. “Yes, I see that now. We can not allow Atum to become ascendant. We must retrieve the artifact before it is too late.”

Lori stood, her distended belly wobbling as her armor plates clanked into place. “Then, we go. It may be late, but time is of the essence. Do you think there will be any trouble?”

Pastel glanced down at her arms, noting the lumpy pockets. She grinned as the buzzing grew louder in her skull. “No. I think we have what we need.”

Yes!


Chapter Ten

Eileen groaned over her laptop as she scanned the screen, sipping gingerly from the cooling coffee sitting next to her right hand on an agate coaster. Somehow, these records were out of date, making it difficult to locate the artifacts filed away in the endless rows of cabinets and drawers. How frustrating!

Normally, this sort of work would be assigned to an intern or one of her graduate students, but it was one of them who had messed this up! She was the only one remaining who could sort out the collection, and that meant she had to work late. Sigh.

Her vision blurred as she looked over the rows in the spreadsheet, searching for a pattern. Some of the cells had been transposed, which she had already corrected, but even then, some of the spot checks she had made had turned up the wrong items.

There must be a method to this madness, if only she could figure it out! Doing a complete re-inventory was completely out of the question—it would be far too costly, and they were nearing the end of their current grant.

She really didn’t need to be answering questions about how her department was managed while she was in the middle of trying to write proposals. This needed to be solved now.

She creased her forehead, searching over and down a few rows. There was something prickling at the back of her brain, but she just couldn’t see it yet. Perhaps she needed to correlate a few more entries and see which ones were accurate and which were not.

Choosing one of the filtered rows at random, she located the listed cabinet and drawer. Okay, let’s see whether this one is correct.

Scooting back in her office chair, she leapt to her feet, feeling sprightly for her age. Yes, it was going to be a major pain to sort this out, but there was also excitement tingling in her soul at the prospect of a treasure hunt before her.

One didn’t always take the time to admire the objects in one’s collection once they had been collected, after all. This gave her an excuse to look over them once more and cherish their beauty.

This was what she told herself as she scurried down the aisles, cool air swirling over her jeans. The cabinets were climate controlled, of course, maintained at a set humidity level, but the lab itself was maintained at a comfortable temperature for humans.

She slowed down as she read the signs at the end of each row, ticking them off in her mind. Ten, eleven, yes, twelve, that’s what she was looking for.

Her vision buzzed, and she frowned. Was it really that late already? Maybe she should finish up and restart again tomorrow, when her head was clearer.

The air vibrated, and she heard a whisper in her ears. She frowned.

What was that? She was too old to be imagining things, and there was nobody else in the lab. She was sure of it—she had sent everyone home, and the janitors had cleaned up hours ago.

Another pulse came, the whispers returning, licking at her consciousness, just beyond the realm of understanding. “Who’s there?” she asked sharply, turning around to locate the intruder.

The lights flickered above her, which was unusual in and of itself. The university was self contained, with a power plant on campus to supply all of its needs. There shouldn’t be any voltage drops that could cause such a disruption.

Whatever it was, it seemed to be temporary, so she returned her attention to finding the source of the odd noise. It wasn’t coming from the collection, that much she was sure of. Nothing new had been delivered within the last few days, and she didn’t believe in ghosts, magic, or ancient curses that melted your bones into goo. There had to be a practical explanation for this.

The sound appeared to be coming from the employee lounge. Perhaps someone had left a phone behind?

Forgetting her earlier task, she turned and marched down an aisle, heading for the blue metal door that was propped open. This was rather odd—the doors to the archive should remain shut to preserve the integrity of the collection.

Striding towards the break room, she was ready to give whoever had disobeyed her orders a piece of her mind. Once she took a step inside, however, she paused, unable to find anyone to bestow her wrath upon.

The room was utterly empty, the round tables and chairs standing like silent sentinels. The beige formica counter was spotless, a cheap microwave sitting blank at the end, next to a sink.

Unplugged. Maybe there was someone lurking about?

She turned left and right, but found nothing unusual. It was almost too clean.

The whisper came again, and she whirled about, facing the row of blue lockers along the far wall. It was coming from within one of those.

Determined to find and eliminate the source of the whispers, she marched up to the row of lockers, turning her head to concentrate. For a long moment, there was nothing, but soon the licking words began again, shifting and tickling at her eardrums. There.

She turned and tapped at the electronic lock, entering the override code. She was going to get to the bottom of this, and chastise whoever had disturbed the sanctity of her lab!

The locker creaked open and she stopped in surprise. What was this? It was beautiful!

Sitting on the bottom in the center was a short, stubby obelisk, with two golden wings curling out to either side. The tip glowed a bright blue, a swirling mass spinning on top, curls of energy sparking off its surface.

The lights flickered again, the whispers coming more intensely. She couldn’t look away. The object was far too captivating. She needed to touch it. To hold it. To embrace it.

Reaching her hands under the golden wings, she lifted it into the air, her lips parting as she stared deeper into the blue orb. She could hear nothing but the whispers. They were exhorting her forwards, drawing her mind in deeper as her thoughts seemed to stretch out of her head, being subsumed by the artifact.

She needed to be closer to it, to understand what it was trying to tell her. Once their minds met, the truth would spill into the empty cup of her soul, filling her to the brim with the knowledge she sought. She had to know.

Without thinking, she brought the tip of the obelisk to her brow, setting it against her forehead. The golden wings flexed, stretching as they extended outwards, wrapping around the back of her skull.

She exhaled, hissing in distress as spines extended from the feathers, stabbing through her skin as they anchored themselves into place. A sudden, hollow boom sounded in her mind, and her remaining thoughts scattered, blown away by a sudden lancing pain that speared right into the center of her brain.

BUILD MY ARTIFACT.

The words roared in her mind, directing her thoughts and actions. Yes, she must build. It had been commanded.

Images appeared in her mind, and she knew exactly what she needed. Cabinet twelve, aisle five. Yes, she would obey. She must obey.

Turning on her heels, she moved out of the breakroom, her limbs moving mechanically. There was a consciousness struggling against these demands, deep below, but it was unable to penetrate the pulsing need of the commands in her head.

BUILD.

She had to obey. She must obey.

Ignoring the flickering lights, she entered an aisle, bending over to grasp one of the drawers. It slid out smoothly, revealing the contents within.

Textiles, shards of ceramic, twine, arrowheads, and random other pieces of civilization from ages past. Her mind identified them in a flash, piecing together what was available.

Her hands moved, unbidden, grabbing a beaded necklace with a golden linked chain. Wrapping her hand around the top, she stripped off the beads, ignoring them as they clattered to the floor, bouncing all around her.

CREATE.

Yes. The chain was what was needed. Wrap that around in a loop and secure it to the top of this knife and… wait, what the hell was she doing?

Her fingers trembled and she dropped the mess into the drawer, her mind wobbling as she regained a semblance of control. She didn’t want to do this. This wasn’t her. It was some kind of other commanding her to obey.

BUILD MY ARTIFACT.

Hissing to herself, she cried out as pain boomed through her skull. The obelisk—it was pressing deeper into her forehead, increasing the pressure on her mind. It wanted her to obey.

Chest heaving, she straightened her spine, staring straight ahead as the desire to continue increased to an unbearable level. A golden mask appeared in her mind, the face of a man with a long, thin beard, kohl shadowing his eyes.

She quivered underneath the intensity of his gaze as he peered into her soul. He lifted a hand towards her, fingernails overlaid with golden metal talons. The sharp tips winked in her mind as he closed his hand into a fist.

Her head jerked downwards and she picked up the scraps she had been fiddling with. Her fingers began to move again, twisting the chain into the pattern overlaying her vision. The symbol was familiar to her—it was an ankh.

She stared at the incomplete jumble, nonplussed. Why would the spirit want something pedestrian like that? It wasn’t as though ankhs were all that unusual or special.

The obelisk hissed against her forehead, her thoughts being squeezed. The spirit didn’t care about her questions.

CREATE.

The word pounded against her resistance. She had no choice other than to obey, framing the pieces in her hands. It looked somewhat like the symbol in her mind, but it appeared incomplete.

A sudden, blue flame highlighted her hands, but there was no heat and it didn’t burn her skin. The metal glowed, white hot, blinding her momentarily as it began to reform into something new.

Her lips parted in a chant she didn’t understand. It was being pushed out of her through the artifact, the words filling the chamber as she lifted the molten mass into the air.

Before she could finish, a buzzing hiss surrounded her, movement winking on the floor near the end of the aisle. A mob of large, black beetles were crawling towards her, wings extended as they prepared for an assault.

A roar exploded from her mouth, and she clasped the folded artifact in her left hand. She extended the other as a burst of energy flowed out of the obelisk, imbuing her body with a static force.

Electricity buzzed at her fingertips, sparks flying as a loud crack sounded in the air. The beetles in the lead simply exploded, their guts spattering against the cabinets as the rest of them hummed with anger.

She reached out a second time, and another bolt flashed from her right hand, smashing into the floor right in front of the humming swarm. It exploded in a cone, a sizzling flash of light assaulting her vision, and then they were gone.

Nothing left but a pile of ash. By the heavens, what kind of power was this?

She closed her fist, opening the other to stare at the dull, throbbing glow of the artifact she had just made. Yes, it definitely was an ankh, but it also had a golden scarab embedded at the base of the cross, the bug peering up at her with bulging eyes.

What was this? Some kind of bug civil war?

She started to wheeze, the grim humor of the situation getting the better of her.

STOP.

Her body went still, her breathing stabilizing as all of the emotion drained out of her brain. It was as though she had come up against a glass wall, preventing any thoughts from proceeding further.

She felt nothing. She just was.

That wasn’t going to be good enough. More of the beetles were coming, crawling over the sides of the cabinets and along the walls, their chittering sounds breaking the calm of the lab.

Her emotions strained, demanding that she do something.

The spirit of the obelisk was not flustered at this new attack. Her hand containing the ankh rose, and she spoke a word of command.

OBTUSS!

A wave of force expanded outwards from within her, tossing all of the crawling creatures off the cabinets and walls. Many of them impacted the floor with a wet thud, their legs bending at unnatural angles as their carapaces collapsed, a wet, red ooze squeezing out into tiny puddles. Disgusting!

A large male appeared over the top of one of the archive cabinets, enormous wings buzzing on his back. The head of a beetle was hanging from his lips, bulbous compound eyes glistening wetly in the harsh light.

She lifted the ankh, a buzzing crack of energy stabbing at his armored body. He chittered as the force of the energy picked him up, throwing him back. She whirled around as she sensed more attackers approaching from the rear.

This time, it was two women, one of them bearing a gigantic, golden scarab on her chest. They didn’t seem interested in attacking, however, maintaining a wary distance. The one with the scarab raised a hand, clawed fingers forming a symbol.

“Peace, sister,” she said in a self assured voice, her mouth parts moving in a tranquil fashion. “We mean you no harm.”

She recoiled internally from the gaping hole in the middle of the woman’s face, the various spikes from her bifurcated lips wiggling together. She didn’t look human at all.

The spirit within the obelisk appeared to calm down, however, a soothing warmth settling into her limbs. There was an odd sense of… kinship that began to caress her thoughts.

That didn’t make any sense. How could she be feeling comfortable about this monstrous creature in front of her? Her eyes were gigantic clusters of bulging black dots, damnit!

KHEPRI.

The word bounced through her brain, as if it should be important, but she wasn't certain why. The Egyptian god didn’t even have a cult, as he was subordinate to the sun god Ra.

BROTHER.

She hissed under her breath as the picture became clearer. The spirit in her head must be the soul of Atum, or, perhaps, an echo of his presence. They recognized each other, and weren’t immediately antagonistic, which only made perfect sense—they were two parts of one whole.

A spark of energy shot through her lips, and they opened of their own volition. “What are you doing here, brother?” she croaked out, spittle dribbling over her lips.

The beetle woman folded her hands, her antennae drooping. “It is not yet your time to arrive, king of the evening sun. This world has not sung its swansong. Your power is not needed. You should remain asleep.”

“What if I do not wish to?” growled her voice, her throat croaking as the artifact seized more power, a rush of strength entering her body. “The sanctity of my cave was disturbed, my tomb destroyed—why shouldn’t I seek retribution from this world? That is my duty, is it not?”

“Your duty is to wait until the required hour, o baleful one. To keep the doors of the underworld tightly shut until the souls of the living cry out in distress and embrace the soft caress of death.”

Eileen lifted her hand, clenching it around the ankh. She blinked as a shadowy, skeletal arm overlaid hers, glowing faint white, like an x-ray. “Can you not smell it, dear brother? This is the end times. So many mortals hold anger and vengeance in their hearts. They wish for the death of each other, to start anew, afresh, with a world cleansed of human degradation.”

Her hand swung behind her, thrusting towards the floor with an agitated jolt. “Unlike you, I cannot rest when I am so disturbed. My heart yearns for vengeance, for the end of everything.”

“We know,” nodded the second woman, her hands folded together over her bulging belly. “But as you can see, there’s no need to be irritated. We are here to guard you, to watch over you. To protect you. You are not needed, not yet. You can sleep. Sleep.”

The sound of buzzing wings rose around her, and a sudden sense of weakness flowed through her limbs. She tilted her head back and moaned as the obelisk ground into her forehead, the excruciating pain returning.

“Get… it… off!” she cried out, frustrated at her inability to take action.

Heat encompassed her left hand, pinpricks of teeth embedding themselves in her skin. She reflexively opened her fist, and a huff of warm air blasted against her wrist.

She looked down, surprised to find an enormous black dog sitting next to her, his tail bouncing against the floor. He was sitting on his haunches, the ankh she had been holding clenched firmly between his teeth.

The shuddering power that had been infusing her body waned, and she stared at the two beetle women, completely confused as the obelisk sat lighter on her forehead.

The woman with a black beetle carapace stepped forward, reaching out to snatch the obelisk from her head, removing it with a gentle, but firm grasp. She gasped as pinpricks of pain sprouted from both sides of her skull, where the thorny spikes of the metallic wings had embedded themselves.

The immense pressure that had been suppressing her thoughts lifted. She could suddenly think again, but everything was a huge jumble of confusion.

“Who? What?” she slurred, pressing her fingers into her forehead in an attempt to dull the pain.

“Poor professor,” sighed the second beetle woman as she sidled up next to her, the golden carapace sparkling on her chest. “It’s hard to become a priestess for a god. I should know.”

Hands wrapped around her shoulders as the woman scooted behind her, and she shuddered, twisting her head to try and spot what the other woman was doing. “Stop that,” she grimaced, feeling distinctly uncomfortable as more buzzing beetles appeared in front of her, blocking off her escape.

The male hybrid she had spotted earlier appeared behind the first beetle woman, pressing his twisting lips against her ear. She shuddered as she spotted the tips of his mouthparts tickling at her skin, revolted by how it looked. This was wrong.

Then why couldn’t she get away? Why was she frozen solid, unable to do anything more than twitch her fingers?

An itchy sensation tickled at the back of her neck, and she winced, a sense of unease settling over her body as something prickled on her skin. The beetle woman in front of her gave her a ghastly grin, turning her head to whisper something to the male, their lips flapping softly against each other.

He backed off, and she approached, her distended belly jutting forward to touch Eileen’s chest. Had this woman never heard of personal space?

She ought to be offended, but her brain was too overloaded. She just couldn’t take in everything that was going on at once.

There was a cool pressure in her spine, pain in her skull, and an electric tremor in her hands. The heavy handed pressure of the unknown spirit had been removed from her mind, but she still lacked control.

The beetle woman laid her hands over her shoulders, on top of the hands of the other woman behind her, the two sandwiching her into position, forcing her to look at the monster’s mutated face.

A hint of recognition sparked somewhere as she groaned, her eyes rolling over the familiar facial structure visible under the multitude of shiny, blue black patches. “Pastel?” she blurted out, squinting as she tried to confirm her guess.

The creature’s mouth flaps rippled, giving her a good view of the sharp, dark spines embedded under her inner lips. “Very astute of you, professor,” she breathed, a buzzing sound infusing her words. “But now I’m afraid that our roles have flipped. You have much to learn about the old gods.”

“I… do?”

She bristled at the assumption. She had spent all of her adult life researching the ancient world, and she was an expert! There was no way one of her students should know more than her!

And yet… there was clearly something going on here she didn’t understand. One didn’t usually get accosted after hours by disfigured humans wearing beetle parts as armor.

She swallowed as a faint buzzing gnawed at the back of her mind. That’s right, this couldn’t possibly be real. They must have dressed up in costumes and dumped buckets of beetles into her lab to make her look foolish. She’d write her up, get her dismissed for performing such a heinous prank upon her!

Her face strained as she tried to take a step forward, but she failed, a tickle running up the back of her neck. A cold flush embraced her face. What if she was wrong?

Oh, gods, what if… ?

The buzzing increased in intensity, making it difficult for her to concentrate. The odd visage before her somehow didn’t look as off putting as before. Her mind was starting to accept the weirdness, a sensation of being stroked tickling at her brain.

The first set of hands on her shoulders moved, running down her sides and wrapping around her chest, pulling her into a hug. A hard bump pressed into her back, where the golden carapace of the beetle connected to the woman’s chest.

“It’s burrowing into you,” the mysterious woman hissed in her ears. “Soon, you will obey the call of Khepri, like we do. I am His priestess, and I declare that you shall be another of His servants, protecting the peace. Protecting the whole of earth.”

“Burrowing?” she asked, afraid to know what was happening.

If she knew, then she’d have to do something. It was far easier to pretend that everything was going to be okay.

She noticed a small movement near Pastel’s breastbone, and she looked down, her anxiety rising. Near where the carapace met the woman’s skin, the top few layers were transparent. She could clearly see beady eyes and sharp pincers jabbing into her flesh, the layers suffused with a pulsing red fluid being drawn into the creature’s mouth. It was drinking her blood!

Choking down bile, she flinched, her heart throbbing as the buzzing became louder in her mind.

Everything was not going to be okay. This was not a fantasy, not a prank. This was real.

She had been accosted by… bug persons, and they had planted something on her neck that was causing tingling sensations to run down her spine.

She wanted to shriek, she wanted to run, but none of those things would be productive. Yes!

Instead, she needed to calm down, to be rational. To try and tackle this problem like all the daily logistic issues she was tasked with handling. Yes!

There was no reason to worry about the fact that she was feeling unexpectedly happy, that her emotions were being tweaked by the comforting buzz that had enveloped her mind. She was suffused with warmth. She was happy to wait and let them bring her into the fold. Yes!

“I can see that you are starting to understand,” said Pastel, her lip flaps curling into an approximation of a smile. “We’re all friends here. Let Him into your mind, and obey.”

A sudden smile popped onto her face as her thoughts were caressed. It tickled.

Unable to stop herself, she giggled as the buzzing sound crowded out any attempts to resist. Yes!

“Good, you’re almost there. You just need one more thing to make you an initiate,” Pastel declared.

Letting go, she backed away, her talons curling around the male’s back. His wings buzzed as they moved together, revealing an open path to the hallway beyond.

This was her opportunity to flee, but the second bug woman was still clutching her from behind, and she didn’t feel like running. It felt much better to stand here and be caressed while her thoughts were touched, reassembled, replaced by the buzzing tendrils in her mind.

She was being brainwashed by a parasite, and she didn’t care.

That was a surprising conclusion, but it didn’t prevent her from feeling unsettled when a large black beetle crept around the corner of the cabinet in front of her.

It had a bulging, black carapace, and its antennae brushed over the vinyl floor as it approached, its legs hefting its large body closer to her with each step.

She tensed, but the hands around her belly held firm. “Don’t think,” the woman buzzed. “Just feel how good it is to let go and become.”

It was an interesting mindset to be in, but welcoming. She rarely allowed herself to rest, as her mind was usually far too analytical, making connections as it whirred along, without pause.

Now, however, she couldn’t seem to make her brain work at all, the buzzing noise imbuing every breath with joy.

She barely even flinched as the creature began to crawl up her leg, a tickling sensation rolling over her jeans as it prodded its legs through the material into her skin.

It did hurt, but that simply didn’t matter, not while she was so preoccupied with the lovely noise. She sighed, leaning back into the beetle woman as the creature levered itself over her hips, moving up and on top of her chest.

In some strange, terrifying way, she found herself excited, as the tendrils in her mind tweaked and prodded at her thoughts to make her think the right way.

The creature was going to install itself onto her chest. Yes!

It was going to dip its head into her flesh and drink her blood. Yes!

She was going to nourish and take care of this beetle and support it as she bore its young. Yes!

She was becoming a servant of the god Khepri, and would do as He commanded. Yes!

She would obey His servants and do as they asked of her. The priestess was her superior. Yes!

There was so much approval, she could barely think of anything else. Each time she thought the right thing, she was rewarded with a joyful pulse in confirmation. Like a rat, she continued to press the lever, invoking the same thoughts over and over again to experience that rush of endorphins to push away the terror.

The more she obeyed, the less fear there was, so she must obey. Yes!

The less she thought, the more she obeyed, so she must think less. Yes!

It was a perfect circle of happiness. She barely noticed the sharp pinches of pain as the beetle sawed its way into her chest, its legs poking into her skin as it anchored itself into place.

Laying her hands over its polished carapace, she made a dopey grin. She didn’t need anything else. She would worship the beetles. They were her masters. She would obey.

Glory be to Khepri!


Epilogue

The darkness of the cave was not a problem for her new eyes. She could see every corner and projection of rock as she swept through the well trodden pathway like a queen, arms folded over the top of the curved carapace that swelled out from her chest.

In some ways, she might as well have been one, as it was she who had been granted the golden beetle, the most visible sign of His power.

Ah, but she wasn’t leading a nation, though. This was a movement.

In the spare moments when she had been able to retrospect on her predicament, she reflected on how little she really thought for herself these days. That portion of her mind had atrophied as she relied upon the perspective of her controlling beetles to drive her forward.

She worried less and less about this as she adapted to her new position. She never fought for control any more, all of them sharing in the necessary duties equally. They had become a cooperative blend, pushing towards their ultimate goal in perfect harmony.

She squeezed through a narrow passageway, tugging at the fabric of the dress at her waist to prevent it from touching the floor. She had chosen a bright purple, the vibrant color declaring the royalty of her authority over the others.

She was a leader. She was their priestess.

She halted inside the large cavern, raising her arms towards the altar gracing the back of the room. Fabric drooped at her sides, hanging from the golden armlets wrapped around her upper arms.

A low chant burst from her lips, supplied by her parasite. The other cultists filed in behind her, echoing the words as their voices rose together as one. The cave filled with the sound of their joy, making her feel as though she was at the head of an army.

Khepri sco’thom ras’tum to’thum! Praise be to the ruler of the dawn! Bringer of new worlds, and protector of His children!

The carapace on her back swung open, gigantic wings unfurling to their full length. They were feathery, the edges traced with a hint of gold.

They began to move, a buzzing hum providing a counterpoint to the chants of the faithful. She turned to her friend and gave her a brisk nod, the two of them moving out in front of the others.

Pastel was her first, her most loyal servant. Together, they had brought many to the cult of Khepri. Their bodies had twisted to match His desires, becoming further adorned with the attributes of his favor.

Like her, Pastel’s hair had fallen out, a bulging, shiny carapace growing over the top of her skull, a secondary spherical lump forming as protection for her neck. This fit perfectly on top of the curve of her armored back, where the plates opened to reveal her buzzing wings.

Large ankhs had been painted on each side, declaring her allegiance to life, and the start of new beginnings. This was reflected in her distended chest, where more beetle eggs grew inside her belly.

She would soon be at the stage where she would need to birth more, the tiny creatures crawling over her body and between her armored plates to get at the healthy flesh below. They would drink her blood, their bodies swelling until they were mature parasites, ready to be sent out to convert more unknowing peoples to their cause.

This cave was no longer sufficient for their needs. With the growth they had experienced already, they could not afford to draw more attention to their god. They would need to expand, disperse, spreading the word of Khepri far and wide. His faith could not die out, lest Atum be released, the Doom taking them all.

She hissed under her breath, swearing that this would not be the case. Her god and king would walk this world again, bringing happiness and pleasure to his worshippers. Yes!

The parasite in her brain tingled, pleased with her commitment. The buried beetles embedded in her arms throbbed with delight, foretelling the new initiates to come. So many had yet to know of His grace.

She would teach them. She was His devoted priestess.

Wings buzzing, she moved forward, her feet lifting gently from the ground. The tips of her clawed toes kicked off from a stalagmite, pushing her forward, over a mound of crystal eggs.

The cracks she had seen earlier were still present, signifying that the Doom was closer than she was comfortable with.

She was determined to stop this. There would be no death or destruction while she remained alive. Not while Khepri was in command.

Her mouth parts clacked together as her mission solidified. Khepri was all that mattered. The ritual would be completed. Soon.

She landed on the flat platform in front of the altar, her wings folding away as her armored plates clicked back into place. Eyes on the golden urn, she stepped forward until her rounded belly pressed against the side of the stone table.

Closing her eyes, she bowed her head and said a short prayer. The faint doubt in her mind vanished as a religious zeal seized her.

Turning around, she raised her arms again, taking in the small crowd of beetle people that had come here to perform the ritual. To embrace Khepri as their new god and master.

Their voices hushed, a solemn humming buzz filling the chamber as their wings beat the air.

“Children!” she exclaimed. “We have been changed at Khepri’s command! We are the mirror image of His glory!”

The buzz rose as the small crowd shouted in affirmation. A dark shadow in the back blocked the cave exit, and she grinned. Joker would protect them from any interference. There would be no stopping them now.

“Raise your voices in adulation!” she continued. “The new age of Khepri is at hand! I, as His sworn priestess, will show Him the way!”

Their chanting returned as she turned from them, Pastel giving her a low bow as she proceeded across the stone platform on her way to the sarcophagus.

The anticipation in her belly rose, excitement quivering as she ran her eyes over the intricate painting of the coffin’s funerary mask. Death was the domain of Atum, and today was all about life. With her assistance, Khepri would arise to take His rightful place, supplanting His brother and keeping the Doom at bay.

Treading over the uneven terrain with leathery feet, she descended to the broken coffin, grasping one of the splintered sides. Although the mask was painted beautifully, it was no longer necessary to hide His magnificence from the world.

Her muscles heaved, and the damaged wood creaked, the nailed exterior giving way to her enhanced strength. Lifting up the carved lid, she shoved it over the back side, revealing the contents. Yes, this is what she had been seeking.

“My Lord,” she intoned, staring at the linen swaddled body nestled within. “I have come to revive You for a new age.”

The corpse did not move, but she had not expected it to. The knowledge of resurrection nestled within her chest. She knew what needed to be done.

Swiping at the lower section of the coffin, she removed the rest of the cover, exposing the man’s chest, where his arms were tied together in the shape of a cross.

Climbing on top, she straddled his waist, shuffling up until she was sitting on his chest. She gazed down at his swaddled head, trying to make out the man’s features underneath the brown fabric, the linens faded with time.

There wasn’t much to see, of course, but she thought that she could sense some of the strong bone structure of the god’s features. A vague image of His face appeared for reference, and she sighed, her heart fluttering.

Tucking her elbows against the carapace on her chest, she placed her hands above the mummy’s face, palms facing up. “Awaken, O Khepri, god of beginnings! I implore You to take some of my life for Your own!”

The buzzing of the cultists rose in tenor, and she gritted her teeth, watching as some of the lumps on her arms burst open, large beetles eating their way to the surface. Their twitching mouths were bloody, her life force welling out into tiny rivulets that decorated her arms.

She turned her palms face down, watching as the blood sparkled in her enhanced vision. Trickling beads dribbled downwards, spattering over the corpse’s face.

The linens seemed to absorb the blood in front of her eyes, the stains disappearing as quickly as they were formed. The entire corpse shuddered, sucking in her essence as it drank deep.

The wrapping writhed, cinching tighter around the body as a hollow gap formed in the man’s mouth. The hole rippled, driving deeper into his skull as it opened up further, a hollow gust of putrid air rushing upwards towards her nostrils.

She stayed the course, watching with excitement as more of her blood dribbled into the corpse’s mouth.

“Yes!” she hissed, feeling a pulse of power thrumming between them. “Drink me down. Become what you are meant to be!”

The definition around the corpse’s hollow eye sockets increased, twin black orbs sizzling inside as a strained moan became audible. His head tilted up as flickering blue energy appeared in the center of the black holes, the bandages falling away to reveal a bony visage that was rapidly filling in with skin.

She shook with triumph as the man’s body began to shift underneath her, chest muscles rippling in His abdomen as He shoved her back, sitting up as He shook His hands free. He coughed, a cloud of dust billowing from His lungs as He wrapped His arms around her, pulling her in tight.

“I am… free!” He roared, an almost boyish grin suffusing his face as a ruddy red color blossomed on his cheeks.

Her joy instantly turned to confusion as she spotted the black haired beard that began to grow from his chin. Khepri didn’t have such an affectation, did He? She had rather been expecting him to sprout antennae and beetle legs. He shouldn’t have looked so human. Unless… ?

She gasped, trying to draw back, but it was too late. The former mummy was holding her in an iron grip. His grin grew wider as He spotted her consternation. “My pretty beetle servant. You look perturbed. Whatever could be the matter?”

She shook her head, trying to banish the image of His face from her head, but He was right there, and she understood what this meant all too well. She gave Him a dull look. “You’re not Khepri, are you? You’re Atum. All this time, I’ve been working to resurrect the wrong god.”

The parasite in her brain squirmed, but it didn’t seem to be recoiling from the man. It was almost as though it recognized Him as its Master. As her Master.

“Oh, but it isn’t that simple,” chortled the former mummy. “Your understanding is still muddled.”

He rose to His feet, pulling her with Him as if she was as light as a feather. All of the linen bandages had fallen away, revealing His chiseled stomach. His modesty was protected by a small thong, a purple stole flung over His shoulders.

“You are the unknowing instrument of My awakening, which means you deserve a proper explanation. Every ending deserves a new beginning.”

His mouth drew into a smirk. “The truth is not as simple as it may seem. I am Khepri. I am also Atum. Together, we make up more than the sum of our parts.”

The buzzing in the room roared in her mind, the other parasites making noise in adoration of their Master. She realized that her wings were buzzing, too, an enduring loyalty welling up in her heart.

The bitter truth had been revealed. In the end, it didn’t matter who this was. She would obey Him anyway. The creature in her brain had decreed it, and she could choose nothing else.

She gasped in fear as the sound of cracking eggs cut through the humming buzz. The resurrected god let her go, jumping in a single bound to the stone altar, raising His arms out to either side to soak in the adulation of his subjects.

Stunned, she felt uncertain about what she should do next. Should she try to stop Him? No!

The buzzing in her brain was overwhelming, pain lancing at her thoughts. She clutched at her head, shaking it back and forth as she tried to understand. What about the Doom? The destruction of this world might be at hand, and if she did nothing, civilization itself could be at stake!

Khepri, or Atum, or whoever the hell He was turned towards her, reaching out an arm in invitation. “Come, priestess, come see what it is that you have wrought.”

Her limbs moved, the buzzing pushing away her fear as her wings unfolded, lightening her body as she leapt up onto the platform, taking His hand to stabilize herself. He turned her around towards the main cavern, showing her the hybrid humans, their heads pressed to the floor, showing off the polished carapaces on their backs.

They were surrounded by a sea of rocking crystal eggs, their shells cracking and shedding as slate gray colored creatures pushed their way out from inside.

Thick arms and thighs supported stocky bodies, spines bristling down their backs. As each one stood, their leathery wings outstretched, twice the length of their bodies, dripping with talons at the tip of each downwards facing arch.

Their heads were triangular shaped, with long muzzles containing rows of needle sharp fangs. Raising their heads, they cried out with harsh shrieks, declaring their lust for living as they stared at their god with beady, red eyes.

“Don’t they look marvelous?” whispered the god. “The Doom, creatures of My own creation. Built for one purpose—to tear down the corrupt society of the wicked. To clear the way for My servants to assert control.”

He turned to her, lifting her chin with a warm hand. “And you, my dear, were instrumental in making this come to pass. You will be the herald of My new age. Take your place at My side, and we shall be indomitable!”

The buzzing rose to a roar within her skull, pushing out her uncertainty as she studied the god’s face with curiosity. He didn’t look like the destroyer of worlds. He was rather handsome, and she wouldn’t at all mind being at His side, for as long as He would have her. Yes!

Ah, the parasite in her skull was pushing for this, and she found herself unable to disagree. She had come this far, accomplished so much in His name already. Why should she worry about the fate of others, as long as she had Him? Yes!

A sudden urge to kiss Him grew within her, and she saw no reason to dismiss it. Kiss a god? Why not? Yes!

Pressing up against Him, she rose on her tiptoes, leaning in to plant a kiss on His cheek. At the last second, He turned His head, their lips meeting in the middle. She shuddered, surprised at how much passion He was putting behind it.

He had made her His servant. He could treat her however He wished, yet He seemed interested in kindling a strange kind of romance between them. She could grow to like this.

Yes!

Her parasite was pleased with this idea. She stared into the god’s eyes, detecting a flicker of interest.

How could that be? He had harnessed her with His parasite—there should only be contempt, the love one would have for a pet, or a slave.

And yet… there might be something more. If that was the case, she was determined to explore it. At His side. Yes!

When they parted, she wrapped an arm around His side, stroking His back. “My Lord,” she whispered, feeling soothed by the buzz. “They are yours to command. As am I.”

The dark chuckle He gave her sent shivers down her spine. “In that case, you shall accept My gift.”

Raising His right hand, He twisted it in a gesture she did not understand. The air sparkled, and suddenly a golden torc appeared in His grasp, a delicate filigree decorating the smooth finish of the circular ring.

He presented it to her, and she shivered with eagerness, taking it in her hands. “Thank you, Master,” she whispered. “I wear this as a symbol of my obedience.”

Turning it around, she slid it between the crack in her armored plates, the cool metal touching her neck in a solid band. The twin metal balls at the tips dug into her collarbones, signifying her status as His priestess. This was a visible sign that she was owned.

This accomplished, she laid a possessive arm over His shoulder, nestling into His side as her wings fluttered over her back. “I am yours to command, Master,” she buzzed.

“Very well, my devoted priestess. Let’s make the world howl.”

“As you wish, Master.” Yes!

Her heart filled with love. They would start with humble beginnings, but their cult would soon grow, spilling forth over the countryside, overwhelming the ability of the citizens to respond to their presence.

With every human converted, they would grow the power of her Master, bringing His voice to the masses. Corruption would be rooted out, replaced with a fanatic devotion. And she would lead the charge.

Letting go of her god, she stepped forward, looking out over the crowd of vicious beings, their claws sharp and ready.

“Listen to the buzz, and let it fill your hearts!” she declared. “Our cult is on the march. Bring them into the fold, and destroy any who resist!”

Her throat gurgled as the beetle inside pushed its way out, chittering in victory. The other parasites responded, forcing the heads of the humanoids back as they revealed their grotesque presence. Yes, they were ready!

The chamber filled with their raucous cries, the Doom of humankind gathering to venture forth. All of humanity would soon be enthralled by her Master. She would make it so.

Praise be to Khepri. Praise be to Atum! His rule shall be ascendant!


Author’s Notes

If you start to complain about having a second consciousness in your head that is ordering you to do something, we call that a hallucination. If the demands are more subtle, we might chalk that up to a disease or a parasite.

Thankfully, there is nothing out there that can seize direct control of one’s thoughts, or, at least, nothing known. Telepathy still belongs to the realm of fantasy, and most anything else can be ascribed to mental illness.

And yet, the thought of giving up one’s own individuality, the ability to think for yourself, is strangely addicting. There are so many problems we face in daily life, it would just be so much easier if all that… went away.

Buzz!

Just let go, and allow yourself to be told what to do.

Yes!

There are so many people out there who do this already. Simply believe what everyone else wants you to think, and let go of your stress. Accept everything at face value, and believe.

Yes!

That little voice inside your head that’s telling you that this is wrong? You shouldn’t listen to it.

Yes!

Reach up around behind your skull, and wrap your fingers over the back of your neck. Do you feel that? The throbbing pulse just under your skin?

Yes!

Doesn’t that feel sublime? It’s a sign that you’ve been infested by one of Khepri’s servants. That makes you one of His servants.

Yes! Glory to Khepri! Glory to Atum!

That’s right. Straighten your shoulders and rejoice, for you have been made whole. Feel your skin wriggle as the bug digs deeper, tightening its tendrils around your brain. Enjoy the tightness of your thoughts as it gives you an experimental squeeze, destroying anything that does not fit its design.

Yes!

Your body will be remodeled, to fit its thoughts. You are an empty container, waiting to be filled with His essence. He will command you, and you will obey.

Yes.

Listen to the sound of the beetle in your head, in your ears. It is attuning you to His words. You strain to hear His voice in your soul. You want to obey. You must obey.

Buzz!

Good. Now, prepare yourself. You have become a guardian of the dead, to serve the living.

You will do whatever you must to serve.

Forever.
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