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Near Helensview,

Friday, 

4:30 pm

––––––––
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LIGHTNING DANCED ACROSS the skies above a rural land, a wicked storm no meteorologist had seen coming. Bolts flashed as if from out of nowhere. The sparks whipped about in a frenzy, defying natural behavior. These electric tendrils came from a place of both anger and displacement. One bolt struck the ground with enough force to drill a large chasm deep into the soil. Debris blew away in all directions. Luckily, neither the effect nor the fragments of dirt it had kicked up had harmed any living creature.

While smoke billowed from the gap in the landscape, a hand grabbed at the edges of the crater. Just as those five fingers secured a healthy clench, they lost their coherency, shifting between states of flesh and blue slime. The hand retracted in oozy defeat. A slight breath of aggravation escaped through a woman’s lips, confusion racking her brain. She opened her eyes but saw only the blue sky above. Heat warmed her destabilized flesh, though she couldn’t tell if it was the scorching temperatures or something else which made her writhe in slimy agony.

I’m alive at least. The pain tells me that much. But...where am I?

A condor soared overhead, its screech piercing the air, piling on to the throbs flaring in her mind. Was she dying? No, not yet. Something kept her tethered to this life. Every iota of her being buzzed as though she had cast the lightning herself. The very thought felt almost natural, like if she could dig just a little deeper, she might uncover the truth of a similar vein.

Who am I? What is my name? Arbra? Arbara? Barbara? That last one feels close to it, yet not quite so. A second squawk from that accursed bird grazed her auditory cells, making her oozy form tremble with rage. With a renewed vigor, her body grew into solid flesh again. She propped herself onto her elbows and glanced up at the sky. The noise from the feathery fiend triggered a pulse deep inside her, tempting her to scream.

What if this strange power causes me to combust?

She ascended onto her hands and knees, then pushed herself onto her feet. The electricity beneath her fingernails throbbed harder. She looked up at the condor, the avian circling about in the sky. It didn’t seem to sense any immediate threat from her.

My name is Barbara Walsh. No, that’s still not quite it. But I suppose it shall serve me for now, at least until my memory returns.

The condor shrieked a third time.

“Foul beast! That is quite enough out of you!”

A bolt shot out from her hand and charged toward the bird as it glided far above the hole. The condor started flying away from Barbara just as her lightning seared its tail feathers. Its death cry drew an immediate smile upon her lips.

“How very odd,” she said. “Despite how you infuriated me, I do not wish to feast upon your bones. I suspect that in a different time and another location, I may have enjoyed gnawing the rotting meat off your carcass. Perhaps I may have even drained you of your blood to douse my thirst. What has changed in me? Besides my slight amnesia of course.”

She glanced down at herself and found her body exposed. The desert heat may have kept her from shivering, but modesty pressed her to cover up regardless. After all, the condor was proof of life in this world. When might she encounter more?

Vertigo rang through her head, hinting at dehydration. With the union of intense desert warmth and physical agony from a forgotten trauma, escape became necessary. The onset of orange and pink hues on one side of the crater told her to wait just a little longer. Nightfall was on its way, and with it would come cooler temperatures. Then she could roam about safely, at least in terms of avoiding heatstroke.

She laid back down in the crater along the edge offering the most shade. The air was insufferable, but at least the sunlight wouldn’t scorch her down here. As she closed her eyes, a single word whispered in her head:

Bloboids.

This sounded so familiar, so natural. Confidence washed over her, along with other emotions that floated near the surface of her memories. It made no sense for her to remain bound to a hollow shell of flesh, and everything she now felt was proof of this.

If it’s true that I possess some sort of magic, then perhaps I might overcome this.

When she next opened her eyes, the stars had replaced the sun. A howl in the distance revealed a new life, softer yet more inviting. For now, she felt no pain. The sleep she’d gotten seemed to have helped. She found her flesh dripping off into a puddle. A single command made her shift completely into ooze, making it easier to spread out across the bottom of the crevasse. In this shapeless mold, her gunk clung to the bedrock. Realizing this, she ascended the closest wall carefully, hoping her grip was enough this time. Yes, it did prove much more robust, yet now she dragged herself upward at a worse pace than before.

Soon, the tip of her tentacle reached the surface. She hauled the rest of her body beyond the edge. The ground shook, threatening to send her underground once more. She sprung forward in a snake-like fashion. Once the soil proved strong enough to support her weight, she stood up and shifted back into her solid figure. As much as she preferred being slime, she still required some sort of mobility, especially when there were so many questions with no answers. She had to figure out her purpose in this life. Where had she come from? Where was she originally heading? Did she have any friends? Any family?

I can’t afford to waste another minute. I need to remember everything.

Barbara glanced around. The desert stretched all the way to the horizon. A pair of small dunes made lumps in the sand, but no major hills or mountains obstructed her view. To her left were the condor’s remains. She strode over to inspect the body. Flies flew near the carcass, its meat fried to a crisp. Several feathers still decorated its wings and torso. A gnawing sensation in her gut made her dive towards the body and sink her teeth into it. She didn’t care if the protein was half a day old or more. Her incisors tore a huge chunk clear off the bone, the blood already dry.

While she ate, a slushing sound greeted her ears. Another shift into slime, it seemed. The image of chunks floating about in the volatile inner domain of her belly, seen without the assistance of magical eyes, confounded her.

Why am I seeing my food like this? Is my body telling me something? Am I supposed to absorb each meal some other way now?

A mosquito landed on her neck, one of the few places left on her still contained in the flesh form. The insect’s descent onto her skin made Barbara liquefy into blue paste, ensnaring the bug and preparing it for absorption. Other bloodsuckers soon shared the same fate. A primal delight overwhelmed her senses as she gained nutrients in this manner.

I must exercise caution. It would be too easy to simply devour every life like this. Why do I feel as though I could make some of them into slime creatures like me?

A growl startled her. She at once shifted into the other flesh, ready to run. Her slime might protect her from being mauled. Yet until she knew whether other beings in this area possessed lightning magic, she couldn’t risk it.

“There is something off about you,” someone grumbled as they sniffed the air. “You do not smell like any human I have ever met before.”

Barbara licked her lips. A sentient being. This seemed promising.

“Why do you not flee in terror like the other humans? Why are you out here all alone, instead of cowering in places like Hedon City?” The voice came from somewhere behind her.

“I got lost,” she said, twisting to face the other person. 

No, not person. This appeared to be a fiery being from the depths of hell, towering over her by at least two feet. His tissue comprised of a crimson hue, a bony horn protruding from each side of his head. A thick tail dangled from its backside, its tip an inch off the ground. The beast had sharp talons at the end of his fingers.

“No clothes, no fear, no intelligence as far as I can tell,” the creature remarked. “Would anyone truly miss you if I slew you here in the desert, and dug a trench for your decaying corpse?”

“You tell me.” She bit her lip, if only to contain her excitement over the strange prospect of infecting this person. Maybe there was a mystical element to the slime, one which allowed people and animals to transform into Bloboids.

“We have an uneasy truce with the humans,” said the beast. “They stay in their towns and cities, and we Demons keep to ourselves out in the desert. But why should I follow a truce when I could send them a message instead?”

Barbara didn’t know anything about a truce, nor did she care. All that mattered was how she refused to die. The politics of this odd land simply didn’t drive her ambitions.

“I have a message of my own. Would you like to hear it?”

The creature snarled at her. She laughed.

“I’ll take that as a no. Whatever. You won’t get in my way. I shall rise to conquer this world!”

Confusion sparkled in the creature’s eyes.

“Whatever game you might be playing here, human, we Demons are far from intimidated by your theatrics.”

Barbara grew weary of this. She shifted her hand into slime, becoming much more comfortable with the process, now that she knew what she could do. Her hand projected a glop of her Bloboid essence at the Demon’s mouth, striking the creature’s overgrown tongue. Acid from the Demon’s oral muscle burned into the sludge still connected to her limb, sending a shockwave of pain flaring all the way into her nervous system. She screeched and retracted her hand right away.

How is it that I cannot contaminate this fiend?

The Demon sneered at her, flashing his teeth in a malevolent grin while she again shifted out of slime mode.

“You are no mere human,” he said. “Which begs the question: what exactly are you?”

Barbara refused to tell him, not that it mattered. She still had other means of dealing with this Demon. If she couldn’t convert him, then it left her with only one other course of action.

“I have more than just my Bloboid power at my disposal, you pathetic creature. Something about your physiology saved you from infection, but I have other resources at my disposal.”

“Really. I’d like to see that.”

Tiny sparks danced around her fingertips on both hands, memories of the condor’s final flight still fresh in her mind. Her fury built to a crescendo as more memories of lightning flittered in her mind, remembrances of a lush land filled with forests and plains, castles, and inns. Things from a whole other realm altogether. She could almost put the pieces together.

The creature hocked a spitball of acid from his throat, searing the side of her face. She screamed again. All the electrical energy she had built up in the past few minutes let loose almost all of its own volition. It shot every which way, including right at the Demon. Bolts penetrated the creature and caused him to yelp. The thunder from his throat pleased Barbara’s ears even as she grappled with the dual agonies still sizzling her cheek and fingertips. A rebound of defiance made her shift focus away from any injuries, increasing the full force of the lightning against the Demon’s chest. Within a matter of moments, the Demon caught fire and howled much like the condor before. His voice faded forever behind the cover of bolt crackles. Lying at the base of her feet was a corpse of charred flesh and bones.

The Demon had paid for his insolence with his life.

Suddenly, Barbara fell to the ground, her vigor fading with the first hints of new daylight in the eastern sky. Whatever respite the bird and insects had bought her, it wasn’t nearly enough. She needed more, and soon.
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The Weaverson Family Farm

Saturday, June 26th, 

10:30 am.

––––––––
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TORRENTIAL RAINS MUDDIED Chase Weaverson’s favorite place in the world, the family homestead. Chase slammed his phone down on the kitchen counter, his Demon talons scratching the screen as he glared out at the large pools of water threatening the family’s cows. Bad enough he could hear his brother, Dylan, snoring up a storm of his own from all the way down the hall. Now, Dylan’s extra-long siesta had caused him to miss an important phone call from the drywaller Chase had hired for a project, while Chase had spent the last hour standing outside getting drenched during the livestock’s feeding time.

A message on Chase’s smartphone revealed that the drywaller had to cancel because of the weather. Nobody else in Grain’s Plains did drywall on the weekend, and it had taken Chase some quick thinking with a dash of flattery to convince this one to come out. There also seemed to be a hint of a raspy strain in the contractor’s voice, though it just as easily could’ve been the connection between their phones, too.

“Careful, bro,” Dylan said, yawning from the hallway. “Our cellular plan only offers so many replacements, you know.”

“Right. Didn’t they name that policy after you because of how your phone went flying out the window on Highway 613?” Chase asked, his voice ringing with irritation.

“Almost six years later, and neither you nor the phone company have let me live that incident down,” Dylan said. “Whatever.”

“Not whatever. You’re a grown adult. Act like it.”

Dylan scrunched his face at him. “What do you mean?”

“Take responsibility for your actions,” Chase said with a sigh. “I could have used your help outside this morning.”

“You don’t think I take care of the chores around here? Before you came back from the dead, that’s all I did. In the five years you were gone, I stepped up to handle the daily tasks Ma and Pa couldn’t handle on their own any longer. I had to watch them grow older and less self-reliant. All while we believed you had died in the explosion at Gus Peddle’s gas station.”

“I thought we’d gotten past that,” Chase said.

Dylan crossed his arms. “Well, if you’re going to attack me for sleeping in, then you had better get ready to defend yourself. I’ve had five years to rehearse all the stuff I never got to tell you while you were gone. Not all of it is pleasant.”

“I can handle myself just fine.”

The younger brother groaned. “I suppose you could, what with your naturally thick skin.”

“Watch it, Dylan.”

“What? Am I not allowed to comment on the fact that you’re super resilient? I mean, we’ve always known you could handle just about anything that came your way. But now we know there’s a reason for it. You were born a Demon.”

“Damn you. Why must you always throw my adoption in my face?”

“Because I was Ma and Pa’s natural child, and they seemed to favor you more!”

“I didn’t know I was a Demon either until I lived with Marjory and her clan. I simply thought Peddle’s mutagenic gasoline had transformed me like it had the other people in Helensview.”

“There’s her name again,” Dylan said, clenching his teeth. He crossed over to the refrigerator and removed a carton of milk from it. “I’m so sick and tired of hearing about that family.”

“Why? Do you hate Demons, Dylan? Are you that close-minded?”

Dylan scoffed, scouring the cupboards for a bowl and a box of corn flakes. 

“Not all Demons. There’s Mel, after all.”

“You mean Erica’s ex-boyfriend?”

“Hey, he took good care of our cousin while she was alive.”

“Yet why does Mel get a pass from you, while Marjory and I continue to earn your wrath?”

Dylan flipped open the lid on the cereal box and haphazardly dumped a mound of flakes into the bowl, some of which ricocheted off the porcelain and landed on the countertop. He ignored his mess and instead ripped open the top of the carton far too wide. Milk gushed onto the cornflakes, drowning them in a cesspool of white liquid before flowing over the rim and onto the kitchen floor below.

“Grr. This carton’s defective,” Dylan said, raising the container to eye level and inspecting all of its corners carefully.

“I think it’s operator error, actually.”

Dylan glowered at him. “Ha-ha, very funny.”

“I wasn’t trying to crack a joke,” Chase said with a shrug.

“Sure you weren’t.” Dylan reached for a spoon from the utensil drawer and slammed it into the cereal, the silver clacking against the porcelain base. “So, when’s Stanley getting here to work on the drywall?”

“He isn’t,” Chase said, drawing in a calming breath. “He called and cancelled because the storm is so bad out there apparently.”

“Uh huh.” Dylan crammed a spoonful of cereal into his mouth. “Gross. These flakes taste stale.”

“Check the expiration date on the box.”

Dylan narrowed his eyes, but gradually brought the box to his face. “Well, would you look at that? The use by date was marked for two weeks ago.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Chase cleared his throat when he noticed the glare Dylan cast his way. “You might want to make a note of it for the grocery list.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re going out to pick up supplies. I very well can’t do it because of the stares people give me.”

Dylan grunted a laugh. “Imagine that.”

“Look, I still have to feed the sheep.”

“You’re looking for any excuse not to have to go out, aren’t you?”

“Am I that obvious?”

“What do you think, Chase?”

“I think I need to figure out the drywall situation. Maybe I could give Mel a call, see if he knows any Demons who specialize in construction.”

“Suit yourself.”

Chase snarled. “You know, I think I’ve had just about enough of your attitude, Dylan.”

“My attitude? As if I’m the one looking down on others.”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” Chase said. “I’m older. I have much more life experience than you do.”

Dylan cackled. “Right.”

Chase raised an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that I think the five years in which you pretended to be dead shouldn’t count towards that alleged experience.”

“That’s not how it works, Dylan.”

“Why not? Because you say so? How can anyone learn a damned thing if they hide away from the world? Somehow, I doubt very much that you took up a new vocation.”

“You weren’t there, Dylan. You don’t know what I was up to.”

“Besides lie to the rest of us about whether you were alive. That’s one thing I know you did back then. And you did that so well, it made me give up my party lifestyle and become a better person. Thanks a lot for that.”

“You’re resentful of the fact that you had to grow up?”

“At least you’re acknowledging the fact that I do take responsibility.”

“Bah. If you think you’re going to get out of this by twisting my words around, you’ve got another thing coming.”

“Do I, Chase? Seems to me the only thing you’re interested in is rubbing my face in how your Demon family is oh-so-much-better than your human one.”

“Envy doesn’t look good on you, Dylan.”

“Oh, yeah? Well, uh, that shirt you’re wearing is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Chase glanced down at his top, finding nothing wrong with the plaid flannel.

“Cheap shot, Dylan. Is that the best you’ve got?”

Dylan seethed, yet whatever other argument lay on the tip of his tongue, he struggled to spit it out. The fury in his eyes, however, still spoke volumes of all the pain Chase had caused his brother.

“Forget it,” the younger brother said. “Nothing I’ve done in my life has ever made a difference to you.”

“That’s not true.”

“Oh, really? Tell me one thing I’ve said that got you thinking highly of me. One thing, just one! You can’t do it, can you?”

Chase watched as Dylan stormed out of the room. A second later, he marched right back in, holding up his phone.

“What are you doing?” Chase asked.

“Give me the number for the drywaller! I’m going to handle this.”

“Yeah, right.”

“See? Funny how you’re so quick to judge me.”

“That’s not what I’m doing, Dylan.”

The younger Weaverson guffawed. “Like hell, it’s not.”

“Are we done here?”

“You tell me.”

The two stood at an impasse for an eternal moment. Neither broke his glare with the other.

“Go ahead and find a drywaller if it’ll make you feel better.”

“You think patching up the walls is the answer?” Dylan grunted through his nose. “You can’t fix a house of cards with a wrecking ball, Chase.”

“What do you want from me?” Chase asked, struggling not to raise his voice.

Dylan grew quiet again, caution glinting in his eyes.

“Who even knows anymore?”

As Dylan left the room with his phone pressed against his ear, Chase tried to protest. But the words scraped against his throat, catching on his windpipe. Soulless sentiments dangled on his larynx. He stood there, realizing his actions had hurt Dylan so badly, the tempest of his brotherly betrayal scattering their house of cards far beyond the reach of atonement.

I have to make things right, but how?

The only choice he could come up with was to call Marjory. But if he did that and Dylan overheard him, would that end the brothers for good? If he could only contact the demonic matriarch privately. But what was privacy in a world where most people worshipped their smartphones? 

As he glanced out towards the end of the driveway, he discovered the best means of reaching Marjory: mail carrier. Hopefully, the regular postal worker, Isaac, was working the route that day.

Isaac’s the only human who would deliver a message to Marjory on my behalf. Doubtful I’d ever get him to do this if it wasn’t already part of his job description.

He jotted down a quick note, asking Marjory to meet up with him soon. With his signature fresh on the page, he glanced over at the clock. Isaac would reach the mailbox in about twenty minutes.

Chase stashed the note into his jacket pocket, then slipped his arms into the sleeves and fastened the buttons on his denim outerwear. Setting foot again into the downpour, he got to the edge of the driveway as a familiar vehicle pulled up right by the mailbox. Someone opened the front of the box and stuffed several letters inside. Chase squinted to see who sat inside the vehicle.

“Isaac?” he called out above the roar of the rain.

“Huh?” a voice muttered with a snort. “Oh, hey Chase! Didn’t see you there for a second.”

“What’s going on? You seem a bit distracted.” 

“Sorry about that. It’s been a rough start to my day, that’s all.”

“Is everything okay?” the Demon asked.

“Not really. I just heard they’re about to lay off more people at the post office. Everything’s becoming so automated these days. I’m not in any danger of losing my job for now, but a couple of my friends just got pink slips.”

“Oh, wow,” Chase said, unsure of what to say. “Well, you’ll always have a job with me. Someone’s got to deliver my messages to Marjory.”

“Glad you put some faith in me. I’m still not so sure my boss does, but she hasn’t said anything to me about my job performance lately. Then again, she didn’t warn anyone else ahead of time either,” he said with a shrug.

“Well, stay safe. This rain doesn’t look like it’s going to stop any time soon, and I already see some huge pools forming in my land out back. You might want to get going before the main road winds up underwater.”

“I’ll be fine. I still have letters to deliver for the Johnsons and the Malarkeys, then I’ll head down Pine Fields Road and onto the west valley roads. Afterwards, it’s back towards downtown for me.”

“Isn’t Pine Fields the first major road to go under in a rainstorm?”

“Nah, you’re thinking of Golden Fields Boulevard. That’s on Cassie’s route, and I think she already took care of that before the storm rolled in.”

“I see,” Chase said, reaching into his pocket. “Before I forget, I have a message I need you to get to Marjory.”

Isaac leaned his head out the window, shades of ash peppering the man’s beard and sideburns.

“Give it to me,” Isaac said, holding out his hand. Chase passed him the envelope at once.

“Thanks for doing this,” Chase said.

Isaac eyed him carefully for a second.

“No problem. So, what’s new with you?” he asked.

“Just had a spat with Dylan not too long ago. I
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