
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Table of Contents

			Introduction

			A Simple Brain Scan

			Tears of Fire

			The Haunted Curtains 

			Bells & Whistles

			Good Medicine 

			Baby Shop

			Fresh Start

			The Patent Trial

			Rainbow Rock 

			Brian the Brain 

			My Brother’s Keeper

			Malpractice

			Midnight at the Opal Public Library

			Noseblind 

			Your Obedient Servant 

			Patient Zero

			The Scan

			Book Club Questions

			Editor Bio

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			



	


				
					[image: ]
				

			



	

Demonic Medicine: Take Your Pills!

			Copyright © 2022 4 Horsemen Publications, Inc. All rights reserved.

			[image: ]

			4 Horsemen Publications, Inc. 

			1497 Main St. Suite 169

			Dunedin, FL 34698

			4horsemenpublications.com

			info@4horsemenpublications.com

			Cover by Valerie Willis

			Typesetting by S. Wilder

			Editor SL Vargas

			All rights to the work within are reserved to the author and publisher. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 International Copyright Act, without prior written permission except in brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Please contact either the Publisher or Author to gain permission.

			This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2022942652

			Print: 978-1-64450-998-2

			Ebook: 978-1-64450-697-4



	
		
			Introduction

			There is very little difference between a hospital and a haunted house. “Now Beau,” you might say, “surely that’s hyperbole.” I’d counter that there’s a reason many horror stories take place in hospitals. 

			There’s a certain heaviness to the air that can induce panic, especially when coupled with the fetid stench of antiseptic. Our sense of smell is inextricably tied to our memories, and who among us doesn’t recall hydrogen peroxide being poured over a scraped knee? Whether the walls are painted a sterile white or an institutional green, the labyrinthine corridors can seem endless. Every turn is a gamble. Will the hallway be empty, or occupied by a lone wheelchair that seems to move under its own volition?

			The fluorescent lights buzz and flicker, casting long shadows that trick the eye (“A Simple Brain Scan”). Through parted curtains or cracked doors, the gamut of human suffering is on display: from broken bones and obstructed bowels to grief so overwhelming it burns (“Tears of Fire”). You duck your head to avoid making eye contact. You hope it’ll make you invisible.

			Seemingly disembodied voices echo. Try as you might not to listen, you become a voyeur. Perhaps you’ll hear your neighbor beg to be made beautiful, no matter the consequences (“Bells & Whistles”). Or the clatter of the mop in the supply closet, as your doctor—the one with the thousand-yard-stare—slams the door (“Good Medicine”). Maybe it’ll be the couple leaning over the incubator, jabbing their fingers at the squirming something inside (“Baby Shop”). The chirp of machines never ceases, no matter how hard you clap your hands over your ears. You’ll try not to think about how your neighbors can probably hear you too. Maybe you’ll wish they could (“Fresh Start”). Why won’t anyone help?

			“Does it hurt when I do this?” your doctor asks, palpating your abdomen with freezing cold hands. Yes, but sometimes pain is transformative (“The Patent Trial”; “Rainbow Rock”; “Brian the Brain”). At least that’s what you’ll tell yourself to keep from screaming. You certainly don’t tell him he’s grown horns and leathery wings (“My Brother’s Keeper”; “Malpractice”) because there’s another floor for patients who see the unbelievable (“The Haunted Curtains”). Besides, his bedside manner is impeccable—and he’s in-network (“Midnight at the Opal Public Library”). 

			When you’re discharged, the pills rattling in your pocket, the horror isn’t over. Someone has to take care of you (“Noseblind”), or perhaps, you’ll have to take care of someone else (“Your Obedient Servant”). Lord help you if you find yourself in the middle of a pandemic (“Patient Zero”). When you finally forget your harrowing experience, a bill will arrive. Who knew a number could have that many zeros? Or perhaps you’ll find that when you wake up, you never left the hospital at all (“The Scan”). 

			In this anthology, you will find eighteen tales ranging from the horrifying to the irreverent. There are pustules a’plenty, and even a few that will break your heart. Make sure to consult with your doctor before reading. 

		

	
		
			A Hospital, A Haunted House

		

	
		
			A Simple Brain Scan

			Jackson Arthur

			As Judy patiently waited for transport to show up and roll her off to a lower level, she was struck with a brief bout of full-body shivers, her skin and muscles trembling and shaking. Her room on the fourth floor felt even colder than usual, far colder than her last stay, if that were possible. Two white blankets and a single white sheet smothered her from the neck down, but they simply weren’t doing the trick. A river of ice still flowed through her veins. Why were hospitals always so freaking cold, anyway? Simply being there wasn’t torture enough? They wanted the patients to be as uncomfortable as possible, too? 

			An ancient, oval clock hung from the wall opposite her bed, the second hand running lap after lap after lap, tick tick ticking away the day. Her CT scan had been scheduled for 11:30 a.m. It was nearly 2:30 p.m. Her energy and patience were in short supply.

			In Judy’s vast experience, nothing rarely happened on time in a hospital. Everything was always … hurry up and wait. Nurses disappeared whenever she actually needed them. Doctors ran hours behind while on their daily rounds. However, if the hour grew too late, they would end up rescheduling her scan for the following morning. That would mean spending the night away from home.

			That simply wasn’t acceptable, she told herself.

			Ever since being diagnosed as a Hemophiliac with a rare bleeding disorder, Judy has spent far too many nights in the hospital, more than she ever dared to count. When would she catch a break? Or was death the only thing that could break the exhausting cycle? Or would she have to hurry up and wait for the grim reaper as well?

			Judy’s husband sat in an uncomfortable chair to the right of her bed, partially huddled beneath a pale blanket of his own. In the dim light, he was mostly shadows and vague angles. Within the dark patches on his face, Judy could see that his blue eyes were open and staring blankly into the distance. Slowly, she slid a hand from beneath the mass of blankets and sheets, the movement sending chills down across her exposed skin. Gritting her teeth, Judy reached out from the bed and found her husband’s rough hand, which had been resting on the arm of the chair.

			“We gotta stop meeting like this,” she said, her voice weak.

			“You scared me,” he replied, his eyes shifting toward Judy. “I thought you were asleep.”

			“I’m having way too much fun to sleep,” she said, and then sighed. “Let’s make a break for it. What do you say? My clothes are right over there. We could be at IHOP in 20 minutes. 15 if I just keep this gown on. A full stack of pancakes would hit the spot. Right?”

			“Ain’t gonna happen,” he replied. “Nice try, though.”

			“They won’t let me leave tonight,” she said. “I just know it. I’m tired. And I just want to go home.”

			“I’m sorry,” he replied, gently squeezing her fingers. “I know you do.”

			“Well,” she began, “let’s get the hell out of here, then. I’m fine. I feel fine. My head feels a lot better now. It barely hurts anymore.”

			“You passed out and smacked it off the sidewalk just this morning,” he replied. “We gotta get it checked out. We need to be sure that nothing is bleeding up there. It’s only a simple brain scan. No big deal. If your scan comes back clean, maybe the doctors will cut you loose tonight, or tomorrow morning at the latest. I’m sure you can tough it out until then. Right? And then I will buy you two full stacks of pancakes, with a side of hashbrowns. Deal?”

			“No,” Judy huffed. “Yes. Fine. Deal.”

			“That’s my big girl,” he joked.

			“Thank you, daddy,” Judy replied with a fatigued, yet sexy, growl.

			“I told you not to call me that,” he replied. “It’s creepy.”

			They both laughed and then fell silent again.

			Nearly another hour tick tick ticked by before a young man, barely old enough to drink, pushed a wheelchair into Judy’s room. She considered asking him for a driver’s license, but the kid looked worn out, so she kept her mouth shut.

			From the chest pocket of his scrubs, the young man pulled a small square piece of paper. “Are you Judy Seaver?”

			“That would be me, young sir,” Judy replied.

			“I will be your ride down to radiology,” the young man said. “It looks like you have a CT scan scheduled?”

			“Yep. And I am all yours,” she replied, and then turned toward her husband. “Can you give me a hand, sweet thing?”

			Vacating his chair, Judy’s husband placed one hand on her back and one under her arm. Cautiously, he helped her sit up. Her pale legs shifted and poured over the side of the bed. Her sock-covered feet found the cold, tile floor. Her head became momentarily lightheaded, as she put her weight against her husband and stood. Her body, which was running on empty, resisted movement. As always, the strength of her battle-worn husband was enough to transition Judy from the bed to the wheelchair.

			“Can you hand me those blankets?” she asked him, once she was seated. “It’s colder than a witch’s tit in here.”

			The young man opened his mouth as if to object, but a stern look from Judy forced him to reconsider.

			After her husband swiftly shuffled the pile of linen back on top of her, Judy asked, “Are you coming down with me?”

			“I’ll just wait here,” he replied, shaking her head. “You shouldn’t be gone long.”

			“Okay,” she said. “But if I don’t come back, tell my sister that the hand’s off rule still applies.”

			“Sure thing.”

			“I love you,” Judy said, as the young kid began to push her away.

			“I love you, too,” he replied. “See you in a few minutes.”

			The hall outside of Judy’s room was a cacophony of hurried voices and beeping machines, which blended into a surge of sound that threatened to fully resurrect her dulled headache. Fluorescent bulbs covered everything in a white light that was unnecessarily sharp, hitting her eyeballs like razor blades. One of the fluorescent bulbs toward the end of the hall flickered and resonated with the buzzing of misplaced electricity. With each flicker, she could hear a familiar tick tick ticking sound. As she rolled beneath the flickering light, her sight was attacked, causing her to physically recoil. Her vision jerked and wrenched, and she suddenly saw doubles of everything.

			At that exact moment, a short, brunette nurse walked toward them, hastily headed in the opposite direction. The nurse gave Judy a glance and a warm, comforting smile, her body outlined with bright fluorescent light. Resting above the nurse’s right shoulder, directly next to her neck, was a dark, shadowy bulge. It was round and bulbous, as if the nurse had a second head.

			A second or two after the nurse had turned her head to regard Judy, the shadowy bulge did as well. The black head was not entirely featureless, as a shadow should be. Two crimson eyes peered down at Judy, and a mouth full of jagged, brown teeth flashed her a toothy grin. The glance was neither warm nor comforting. And then, in a flash, the nurse and her second head strolled past them and out of sight.

			“Did you see that?” Judy asked the young man pushing her.

			“See what?”

			“Never mind.”

			It was a trick of the flickering light, Judy assured herself. She then closed her eyes and kept them shut the rest of the way.
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			The radiology tech was either new or had clumsy hands, because the insertion of Judy’s IV felt like a small, frantic insect had burrowed into her lower arm, ripping and tearing without remorse. She wanted to scream, and cuss, and force the tech to call for her husband. Instead, Judy clenched her jaw and powered through. Once the IV was set, the pain immediately lessened to little more than an annoyance. Breathing in deep, calm breaths, Judy let her head fully fall back against the oversized conveyer belt upon which she laid.

			The lights above were the same type of annoying fluorescent monstrosities that had been throughout the hallways outside her room. Judy had been in this hospital countless times, but never remembered the lighting being so intrusive to her senses. Perhaps hitting her head earlier that day made her eyes overly sensitive.

			“I’m going to inject the dye now,” the short, male tech told Judy. “You will feel a warm sensation going into your body, but that is natural. And it’s going to make you think that you have peed your pants. But you didn’t. That’s normal, too.”

			Judy wanted to interrupt the tech, to let him know that it wouldn’t be her first ride into the oversized, metallic donut. She has taken a trip or two through the tube of sorrow and lived to tell the tale, like a sailor returning after months at sea.

			“Are you currently wearing any metal jewelry?” the tech asked. As he began pouring through the preordained list of questions, the fluorescent bulbs directly above Judy rapidly flickered, ticked for two or three seconds, and then stopped. The tech’s questions never faltered, as if he never noticed the drastic fluttering of light. “Do you have any tattoos? Do you have any metallic bars, pins, or implants of any kind that I should know about?”

			“No to all,” Judy replied. “Inject me with that good stuff and let’s get this show on the road.”

			“Sounds good, Mrs. Seaver,” the tech replied.

			Judy didn’t watch, but she knew the instant that the dye had been pushed into her body, because a fire suddenly roared and rushed through her veins. She groaned as the muscles in her arm tightened in response to the unexpected burning. The fire traveled throughout her entire system, scorching everything along the way. A boiling sensation spread from her crotch into her inner thigh, as if she were pissing flames down her leg. Judy resisted the urge to look. Like the tech had told her, she wasn’t actually peeing herself.

			Once again, Judy wanted to scream, and cuss, and demand that the tech call for her husband. It had never felt anything like this any of the other times. What the hell was the tech doing? Was he incompetent? Or was he purposefully causing her pain? None of those options pleased her.

			In less than a minute, the fire had died down into smoldering embers, both in her body and in her memory.

			“Are you okay, Mrs. Seaver?” the tech asked. He must have noticed her flushed face. “Are you having any problems?”

			Biting back her irritation, Judy grunted, “No problems. Let’s just get this over with, please. I’m ready to go home.”

			“Sounds good. I am going to be monitoring your test from that little cubicle you saw when you first came into the room. It’s just right over there, so I won’t be far away. You will still be able to see me right through the large window, and I can see you through it, too. Okay? Also, during the test, I am going to need you to remain perfectly still. Okay? Good.”

			And then the tech rushed off.

			For what felt like forever, nothing happened. The silence was awkward and uncomfortable, and Judy was about to protest when the conveyer began to move. Gradually, Judy moved headfirst into the massive, circular machine, until her lower legs and feet were the only thing that wasn’t swallowed.

			The tech’s voice piped in through an unseen speaker. “Are you ready?”

			Judy nodded, knowing that a similarly unseen camera was also watching her. She considered adding a thumbs up, but that would further break the no moving rule. The space was roomy enough, but Judy was feeling a little cramped, slightly uncomfortable. The tube no longer resembled a large donut in her mind. It had transformed into a circular vice, ready to clamp down and crush her at any moment.

			Good thing Judy wasn’t a claustrophobic person by nature, or else she would have been totally losing her shit.

			Deep breaths helped. Deep breaths always helped.

			“Beginning the test,” the tech’s voice piped in again, “right … now.”
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			The machine was soundless. Yet, immediately after the tech announced that the test was beginning, Judy heard more humming and clicking from the fluorescent bulbs, which were obstructed by the metal tube. Nearly rhythmic flickering and flashing created deep, shifting shadows inside and all around the circular machine.

			What the hell was with those damned lights? Judy asked herself. Why do they keep acting so spastic? She waited a second or two for the bulbs to correct themselves, as they had before, but they only got worse.

			Closing her eyes, Judy tried to ignore them, but the clacking grew louder and louder, filling the room with reverberating chaos. Tick tick tick. The sharp sound bored against her skull like a spinning drill bit. Tick tick tick. The blinking lights conjured phantom images across her eyelids, strange patterns and outlines that resembled abstract people and places, like vague ghosts pressing against the fleshy barrier, desperately seeking a way through. Tick tick tick. The large knot on the back of her head, the injury sustained during her fall early that morning, started to pulsate, perfectly in step with the electric clicking of the fluorescent bulbs.

			“Will you fix the lights?” Judy asked the tech, her head twisting back and forth hoping to escape the irritating stimulus. “Or can you turn them off? They are really bothering me.”

			“I need you to remain totally still, Mrs. Seaver,” the tech replied.

			“The lights!” she suddenly cried out. “You need to do something about those lights!”

			“Quit moving, please.”

			She didn’t.

			“Stop moving.”

			She couldn’t.

			The CT machine seemed to pull in both the flashing and the clacking like a magnet, gathering it around her, wrapping her tightly with it, like she was being swaddled in a blanket of glass and barbed wire. Judy’s head wound throbbed and palpated harder and faster, harder and faster, as if a separate living organism had attached to her and was ravenously feeding. The tech continued instructing her to remain still, but his increasingly aggravated voice was noise in the background of her torment. Like a flimsy twig caught underfoot, she was about to snap.

			Reaching her limit, Judy exhaled a primal growl. Hastily, she began to shimmy backward across the large conveyor toward freedom, the bottom of her hospital gown riding higher and higher up her thighs. She didn’t care if the gown got snagged and was pulled clean off. She was getting out of the room and away from those lights, no matter what. In fact, she was done with that entire hospital, whether her husband liked it or not.

			“What are you doing, Mrs. Seaver?” the tech asked, his faint voice coming from the speaker inside the oval machine. “The test is not complete. Please get back into the CT machine, so that we can finish.”

			Judy didn’t answer nor did she return to the test. Even though the exertion made her slightly faint, she somehow managed to slide her weak body feet-first from the machine. Upon reaching the end of the conveyer, Judy sat up and fought to regather her breath. As if responding to her escalating internal panic, the lights flickered and clicked faster and faster, making it difficult to see. She tried to look around, but the strobe-like effect of the lights caused her vertigo. Firmly, Judy gripped the sides of the conveyor and held on with all of her might, afraid that the vertigo would unbalance her enough that she would fall. In an attempt at decreasing the effect of the lights, Judy lowered her eyes and focused on her own body, while blocking everything else out for the time being.

			“Are you okay, Mrs. Seaver?” The tech’s voice no longer resonated from inside the machine, but directly in front of her, causing her to flinch at the unexpected closeness of it. She looked up and found him standing only an inch or so away. “Is something wrong?”

			The short man was difficult to see through the visual onslaught, his thin frame seemingly twisting and bending within the constantly shifting light and sound. He didn’t seem affected by anything that was happening.

			“Don’t you see the lights?” she asked, her voice full of pain and despair. “Don’t you hear them?”

			“I don’t see or hear anything, Mrs. Seaver.” the tech said. “Would you like me to call your nurse? Or would you like something to calm your nerves? Some Ativan?”

			A black mass moved at the back of the tech’s head, and Judy assumed that it was an illusion of altering shadows. But then the black mass moved again, further revealing itself to Judy. It was a head, dark and round like a giant piece of coal. A set of high-sitting eyes peeked at her from behind the tech’s head and shoulders. They were bright, glowing red, like the tips of lit cigarettes. Below the eyes, abnormally and unsettlingly close to them, was a grinning mouth filled with jagged, dirty teeth. Other than the eyes and mouth, the creature was featureless. The constantly flashing light rolled over it in consistent waves, causing its surface to crawl and slither, like the skin of a dark snake. 

			“What the fuck?” Judy exclaimed, physically shuddering away.

			It was the same type of creature that had been attached to the nurse upstairs, she recalled. Judy shrieked. “What the hell is that?”

			“What is what?” asked the tech, clearly confused.

			The black mouth slowly opened freakishly wide, revealing three rows of those nasty brown teeth. Judy expected the creature to speak. Instead of talking, though, it swiftly bit down onto the tech, sinking its nasty teeth into the side of his neck. Somehow, there wasn’t any spurting or flowing blood. And the expression on the tech’s face remained unaffected, as if some dark creature wasn’t latched onto him. As Judy continued to watch, frozen and helpless by fear, the creature’s mouth began to gyrate, and it seemingly began to feed.

			All of the air was violently forced from Judy’s lungs as she screamed in utter terror. After the scream, air returned to her body, but only in shallow, nearly useless gasps. Slamming her eyes shut, Judy tried to regain control of her breathing, but the hyperventilating only grew worse.

			She heard the tech say her name.

			“Mrs. Seaver?”

			She felt his hands touch her shoulders.

			“Are you okay?”

			Instinctively, Judy reacted by slapping and smacking at him blindly, striking the man several different times. His hands retreated from her shoulders. She then heard shoes frantically tapping against the tile floor, heading away from her. Judy opened her eyes just enough to see the tech rushing toward a phone hanging from the far wall. With his back turned, Judy got a full view of the creature clinging to the tech’s backside. Its head was the size of a toddler, but closer to the shape of an egg. Its body was long, narrow, and perfectly in line with the tech’s spine. Several short tentacles protruded from its eel-like body and were attached in random places across the tech’s upper and lower back. It was made entirely out of shadow, or some bizarre substance that resembled it.

			“Hello,” the tech rambled hastily into the phone. “I need someone to come to the radiology lab immediately. The patient is…”

			The tech’s voice faded to a murmur. Judy couldn’t take her eyes away from the creature, watching in stunned silence as its long body contracted and retracted like a water hose. It was feeding. What was it feeding on, though? There hadn’t been any blood. Yet, the creature was obviously sucking something from the tech’s neck. If not blood, then what was it taking? The possibilities gave her chills.

			A drawn-out flash of light lit the room, like lightning filling the sky, and Judy’s attention was suddenly drawn to the tech’s cubicle and its large window. Another exaggerated flash lit the room and Judy could see her terrified reflection in the rectangular piece of glass. Her eyes were as wide as two silver dollars, filled with terror and distress. Another pair of eyes were also reflected in the glass, two glowing red orbs perched right above her shoulder blades.

			“Get it off!” Judy howled. “Get it off! Get it off!”

			She could suddenly feel it, suckling against her spine like a black slug. How had she not noticed it there before? How did the tech not realize that there was one attached to him? Couldn’t he feel it, too? Flailing her arms awkwardly, Judy tried to reach around to the center of her back, to get her hands on the creature. But she only ended up grabbing empty air. It was there, though. She could still see its red eyes in the window. She could still feel its suckers cupping her shoulders and ribs. Why couldn’t she get her hands on it, then?

			“Get it off!” she continued screaming. “Get it off!”

			As she struggled, her arms stretching and twisting, Judy lost her balance and toppled from the conveyor. Her weak legs were unable to catch her momentum and she crumbled onto the floor. When she struck the hard tile, her temporary IV was ripped free. Her blood, abnormally thin due to illness, began rushing from the open vein. The last thing that she remembered before losing consciousness was the sight of her blood splashing onto the floor and the stabbing sensation of the shadow creature biting into the side of her neck.
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			“Judy? Honey? Are you awake?”

			The voice of Judy’s husband pulled her back from the darkness, and she opened her eyes to bright, blinding light. It was a consistent, steady light, thankfully. There wasn’t any more flashing or gyrating from the fluorescent bulbs. And the only tick tick ticking that she heard was from the familiar clock hanging on the wall. Somehow, she was back in her upstairs room.

			“How are you feeling?” her husband asked, sliding his hand into hers.

			Judy hurt like hell from head to toe but she was safe and alive. Was she, though? She was alive, but was she actually safe?

			“Mirror,” Judy said, her voice quiet and raspy.

			“Mirror?” her husband asked, his tired face furrowing with confusion. “Is that what you said, honey?”

			“Mirror,” she grunted, her voice carrying a lot more force behind it. “Mirror.”

			From Judy’s purse, her husband swiftly dug out the tiny, oval mirror she always carried with her. She held out her palm and then aggressively snatched it from him. With a shaky hand, Judy held the little mirror in front of her face. She checked her left shoulder. And then her right. She didn’t see any glowing red eyes reflected, but Judy knew that the mirror lied. The shadow creature was there, even if she could no longer see it. She didn’t need to see it, because she could still feel it wiggling against her spine, possibly readying itself to feed again.

			The knot on the back of her head agreed by bulging and throbbing.

			“Everything right as rain?”

			Judy raised her eyes from the mirror to look at her husband. There was a shadow creature on him too, she just knew it. Did everyone else have one attached to them? Have we always had them on us, feeding on us like parasites? And why was she the only person aware of them? What made her different from everyone else?

			At first, a sense of loneliness swept over her. She was the only one who could see them. She was all alone in her suffering. But then Judy considered what her new improved perspective on reality could mean and her hands stopped shaking.

			The shadow creatures were parasites, she reminded herself. Not monsters. Not gods. Parasites. And parasites could be exterminated.

			“Honey?”

			“Yes, dear,” Judy replied, a grin spreading over her mouth. “Right as rain.”

		

	
		
			Tears of Fire

			John Haas

			Nancy Peters carried her brother Scott into the emergency room, placing him on one of the waiting chairs. When she was sure of his comfort—as comfortable as possible with one leg in a makeshift splint—she turned and rushed to the check in window. An agonizing ten minutes passed while some grossly overweight lady moaned about a headache.

			Fat bitch, eat some vegetables and maybe that wouldn’t be a problem.

			Nancy closed her eyes, immediately ashamed of the thought and its unfairness. She was hardly a size two herself and never aspired to be. No, those negative thoughts came from concern and fear for her little brother.

			That awareness only went so far. Another minute passed and Nancy wanted to plant a foot in this woman’s ass and encourage her to hurry up. Without any name-calling though.

			Finally the woman turned, and Nancy gave her a sympathetic expression before rushing into the space left behind. The admitting nurse was an older lady with a name tag identifying her as Sheila and eyebrows which had been ruthlessly plucked then drawn back in.

			Nancy babbled everything to her in one long, high-speed word.

			“It’s okay, dear,” Sheila smiled patiently. “Slow down a bit and tell me what you need.”

			Definitely someone’s mom. She reminded Nancy of her own. One deep breath and she tried again.

			“It’s my little brother, Scotty. We were skateboarding … well, he was skateboarding, and I was watching him. That’s my job this summer while my parents work, instead of being a lifeguard or flipping burgers like my friends.”

			Sheila cocked her head to one side.

			“Right. Sorry. I’ll focus, I’m just worried.”

			Nancy was nervous all right. Scotty was only ten years old. Half her age and all her responsibility. At college, she was an adult, paying bills and making her own meals, writing papers on ancient folklore and legend. Once she returned home, it was back to being a child in mom and dad’s house.

			At least they’d offered her the cushy job of watching Scotty all summer. That was pretty cool, and a hell of a lot easier than the jobs her friends had. Now they would take it back because of a stupid accident that wasn’t her fault at all.

			“I think his leg is broken. He was skateboarding and twisted wrong and…”

			She couldn’t finish. Sheila nodded, marking things on a clipboard.

			“He’s only ten.” Nancy heard tears close to the surface. “Please help him.”

			Sheila continued to write while Nancy envisioned jumping the counter and demanding something be done. That wouldn’t help. She remembered her own visit to the hospital for a broken arm around the same age. Weird how that worked.

			“Have a seat with your brother,” Sheila said. “We’ll get a doctor to you as soon as possible.”

			As soon as possible. A euphemism for an unknown period of time between now and next Tuesday. Las Vegas was giving odds on next Tuesday. Nancy sighed and Scotty groaned. His forehead was sweaty and his skin pale. Should she call mom and dad? They would leave work and rush to the hospital, but all they would see was a crisis dumped into their lap, not her responsibility while taking care of the situation. No, she would see this through and get them home in time to make dinner.

			Why hadn’t she taken Scotty to a movie instead of the skate park?

			Enough. What’s done is done and there’s no way to change it.

			The minute hand crept around the wall clock while Nancy did her best to distract Scotty from the pain. How could they let a little kid suffer like this? Urgency and emergency should go hand in hand.

			Into their second hour Nancy glared at each new person who came through the door. One guy with stab wounds went to the top of the list. That was fair, she guessed. But that kid with breathing problems? Come on. Aw, man, she should have said Scotty hit his head on the cement and lost consciousness for a moment. Concussions were serious stuff, but she never thought quick enough in this kind of situation.

			The automatic doors zipped open again and Nancy cursed inwardly. A man walked in, staggered in really, and sat across from them without even going to see Sheila. He leaned forward, head resting in his hands. His clothes and hair were mussed up, face covered in dirt. Was he alone?

			Tears dropped from between the man’s fingers to spatter against the floor. Big, fat drops from one eye then the other. Nancy imagined she could hear each one as they hit.

			Tss. Tss.

			Wait. She could hear them. They landed and sizzled, like liquid in a hot pan. Thin wisps of angry smoke rose from where they hit.

			Tss. Tss.

			Tss. Tss.

			The man glanced up. The tears had etched a groove through the grime on his cheeks.

			TSS. TSS.

			One particularly large tear fell from his face and, just before it hit the floor, burst into flame. The following tears went through the same process, flaming as they fell, each one greater than the last. A small pool had grown at the man’s feet.

			He groaned, muttering a word. Was it no?

			Nancy was engrossed watching this spectacle for several minutes, unsure what to do. The fire was worrying. If the pool continued to grow it would surely reach them. Should she move Scotty? Tell Sheila?

			Another tear fell and hit the pool of flame with a muffled explosion.

			Bam.

			Nancy jumped, the spell broken.

			She had one arm around Scotty’s back and another scooped carefully under his legs.

			“Nancy,” he said, half in a doze. “What is it?”

			She jerked her head toward the man and Scotty followed, eyes growing wide.

			The explosions had grown to equal small firecrackers
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