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About the Author

This one is for 12 year old me.

It took a while, but we got there.
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I don’t usually do trigger warnings.

Owing to the fact that Bug is set in a specific time period, and certain aspects draw more than usual from personal experiences, some of the attitudes reflected in the dialogue in places may be construed as outdated and potentially offensive. That’s probably due to the fact that there is a lot of bad in the world, there always has been, and that in itself is an offensive truth. Bug is a work of fiction and, as such, is no way indicative of my own attitudes or beliefs.

Love and thanks,


-  L
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Ask and thou shalt receive.

Matthew 7:7



Do as thou wilt shall be the whole of the law. Love is the law. Love under will.

Aleister Crowley
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Prologue
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Here and now:

How did it happen? How did we get here?

Screaming. A sound of screaming, along with shouting, calls for an ambulance, for police, for anything. All were drowned out, swamped by the drone in her own head, a hundred or so voices ringing in her ears, all clamouring for her attention at the same time. Even if she had been in any real position to try and do so, she could no longer fathom out just how things had all gone wrong so very suddenly.

Of course she was lying to herself, she knew how it had happened. She knew exactly how it had happened. She just couldn’t bring herself to admit it. That might come in time, it was sure to, but not yet, not for a good long while yet.

She looked down at her hand still clutching the hammer like it was some extension of her own arm, a blunt growth, indelible in its presence. Her knuckles were bleached white, the bones threatening to strain their way through the thin, taut skin, mottled with blood.

Not her own blood.


-  Call the police! Somebody!

-  Bugger the police! Call a fucking ambulance!

-  Call the police and an ambulance!


What was going on? What the hell was going on?

Screaming. Panic. Screaming. Blood. Screaming.

And screaming.

And screaming.

On some vague level, she was dimly aware that at least some of the screams were her own. 
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1997

He’s not an evil person, hell, he isn’t even a bad person, not necessarily. You’ve got to be non-judgmental. Professional and non-judgmental. Trying to shove any preconceived notions to the back of her mind, along with Kolenak’s protestations, for now at least, Cassie Trowers closed the buff-coloured folder, pausing to thumb one of the dog-eared edges before sliding it across the desk, split pins poking out of the underside and scraping across the lacquered wood. The label centred on the front cover was peeling away at one edge, typical cheap office supplies, the neatly-typed capitals spelling out:

BOYD, D

M

DOB: 7 DEC 1976

Yes, Kolenak had tried more than once to warn her off. No, of course he didn’t think she was bad at her job, nor did he think - not for a second - that she wasn’t up to it. It was just that, as someone relatively new to the environment, perhaps it would be best for her to give this one a miss, pass the case file over to someone a little more experienced. Preferably in a whole other city. Better still, in a whole other country.

He had almost managed to make himself sound like he wasn’t being condescending. Almost, but not quite.

“What have you got to prove?” he had asked her the question, making it sound more like a statement, with that usual air of knowing more about everything else than anyone else. “Really, Cassandra, what have you got to prove?” A lot, she had thought, to everyone, including myself. There were some things that he didn’t know, and she preferred it that way.

“The man’s a fantasist, little more than that,” he had insisted, and she was certain that she could hear his fat fingers hammering against the surface of his desk, echoing across the phone line as he punctuated each word. “Pure and simple, a fantasist, and a dangerous one at that. You know me,” oh, yes, I do, she had felt like interrupting, “I’m not one to give up easily. But sometimes in our line of work, we come across people who are just beyond our understanding, beyond our help, however much we want to help them.”

Then I guess it’s up to me to prove you wrong. The words still sounded fresh inside her head, something that had given her a focus, holding even sleep at bay as she read and re-read the contents of that folder until it felt like she could recount them back to front with ease. She was as prepared as she could be, yet it still felt like she wasn’t prepared at all.

Any minute now, she thought, at least I’m ready, she took a deep breath, feeling the air leave her lungs and imagining that it carried with it any remaining doubts.

Reaching around, she freed the elastic band holding her dark hair in place, sweeping her fingers through the tangles of her scalp to allow it to tumble across her shoulders in some semblance of neatness, wishing that she’d had the forethought to at least bring a brush with her. In a rush, she had scraped it back into a pony tail before leaving the house, a look that was perhaps a little more formal than necessary. You’re not going to get off to a good start if you look like a bank clerk, she told herself. 

Right on time, a knock against the office door, gentle yet somehow insistent. Standing, she grabbed up the manila folder and its contents, dropping it into the top drawer of her desk before bumping it closed with her hip.

“Come in,” she called, injecting an air of cheer into her voice. As he entered, she made her way to the twin lounge chairs at the opposite side of the office, waving him entry. She indicated towards the larger of the two easy chairs.

“Please Daniel, sit down. Make yourself comfortable.” Nodding, he obliged, taking his place and settling into the sofa, and she sat in the smaller chair to face him, resisting the urge to let out a sigh of relief as she sunk her way down into the cushions. He looked exactly as described, someone almost normal, someone harmless. It was nearly enough to make her question the contents of that damn folder, forcing her to remind herself that outward appearances were usually the worst point of reference.

“Good morning, Daniel. I’m Cassandra, but you can call me Cassie.” Her smile was one of well-rehearsed warmth, the initial gesture of openness. It was always vital to get that first good impression across.

“Danny, please, I prefer Danny. Dan at a push.” His voice was calm, but carried an underlying air of insistence, a level of assertion at odds with the character described in the case notes. She wondered how he would react if she were to hand him the folder right now, to let him read exactly what the people who were supposed to know better thought of him.

“Sorry, of course, Danny. I’ve heard that you’ve come quite a long way in a short space of time, and really, I can’t stress how much of a good thing that is.” Cassie resisted the urge to sit back in the high-backed chair, conscious of the fact that doing so might give an impression of detachment, a lack of interest in the face of what could at any moment lead to some unexpected yet important breakthrough. 

“Am I on a timer or anything?” He leaned forward, whistling the words though pursed lips, his tone of disinterest at odds with his look of intense focus, his already large eyes wide, almost boring their way into her head, in some effort to probe her thoughts. She hoped that the flush she felt in her head didn’t translate into something visible, something definite for him to seize upon.

“Mister Kolenak,” he paused for a moment, rolling his tongue, deliberating over what to say next. “Did he tell you why he gave up on me?”

“I don’t think that’s strictly true, Danny,” she cursed herself as the words passed from her mouth, already made a bad move, saying something that could be construed as you not believing him. “I mean, I don’t think that Mister Kolenak gave up on you. He just thought that he had taken things as far as he could with you, that perhaps a fresh approach might be a good thing for you. That’s why we’re here now, just you and me.”

“So he gave up on me,” Danny asserted, locking his spindly fingers together as he leaned forward. “It’s okay to say it, I understand, really.” He leaned in closer, close enough that Cassie felt like his eyes really could reach into her head and read her thoughts. Stop it, she reprimanded herself, you’re getting carried away. His reputation really is preceding him. Still, she had to keep from recoiling, her nostrils widening as she picked up the stale, yeasty scent of beer.

“Have you been drinking, Danny?”

His thin lips creased upward into a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Does it matter if I have?”

“That depends,” she reminded herself to be professional, to keep any hint of judgement out of her voice. He was still there voluntarily and was free to leave at any time he chose, something that would likely benefit no one. “Not as long as it doesn’t stop you from talking to me openly, no, it doesn’t.” She allowed herself her well-rehearsed smile, hoping that it provided the necessary reassurance. “Because, as I’m sure you already know, if we’re going to get anywhere then I need you to be open and honest. Believe me, there’s no judgement here.”

“I seem to remember, that’s what Kolenak said. Didn’t stop him from giving upon me though.”

For God’s sake, stop insisting that Kolenak gave upon you, she thought.

He had a point though. The last conversation that she’d had with Jeff – Mister Kolenak – had all but been an admission of resignation. He’s a tough one, the older therapist had said, I really can’t work with him anymore, or it’ll be the death of me. It’s time to let someone else take over.

And that someone just happened to end up being me, she thought, the opportunity to prove herself being too much to resist. Getting into the heads of depressed, cheated spouses or anxious, pre-exam teens was one thing, but to spend time with someone with such a reputation as Danny Boyd, it was new uncharted territory.

Danny drummed his fingers against the arm of his chair, a muffled metronome, dulled by the plush of the velour. He still leaned forward, almost intimidating, in that same effort to read her thoughts, or perhaps to gauge the width of the gulf between the words in her head and those leaving her mouth.

Keep your imagination in check, Cassie told herself. You’re supposed to follow the process, follow the science. You’re not in some old horror movie or an episode of Arthur C Clarke’s World of Strange Powers. Mind reading is something that only happens in cheap paperbacks or Saturday night variety shows. Kolenak had a point though; there was something about the young man sitting a little more than arm’s length from her that was almost unnerving. Something about his presence that, were she more superstitious a person, would maybe have made her think about questioning her own beliefs.

“I wouldn’t be so quick to say that Mister Kolenak gave up on you,” she sought to put her thoughts into words that were perhaps a little more tactful. “It’s just that sometimes, like with any form of treatment, a fresh approach can be a good thing.”

“Okay...Cassie, if you say so.” His smile faded, to be replaced by an expression of seriousness. 

“I do. Your thoughts are always valid here. If that’s how you feel-”

“Because my feelings matter, right?”

“Exactly.”

“If you say so...Cassie,” he repeated as he leaned back again, the cushion behind his back sighing as he did so. “Where do you want me to start?”

“Wherever you feel comfortable starting,” she felt like breathing out a sigh of
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