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  Praise for Vanity Kills


"Erica Summers writes with an eloquence in horror that I've not seen in years. She gracefully slides dread across the page, tenderly strokes your heart, and then stomps on it. Vanity Kills is a stunning work of horror fiction, and demands to be read, absorbed, and definitely, loved." - Ash Ericmore, author of Red Room.

*

"...An amazing blend of medical and body horror, with cinematic prose, skillfully realistic dialogue, lots of character development, and a slow-burn narrative full of dread, regret, and trauma. Summers manages to hit the nail on the head when it comes to people who struggle to exist, to be themselves, to realize their true potential. She portrays their plight with empathy and a shocking awareness of conflict. Summers knows extreme horror and knows how to make the reader care for the characters and the plot, before unleashing hell on virtually EVERYBODY!" - Milt Theodossiou, Reviewer

*

"Summers drops you right into the story and refuses to let you look away from what is happening.  If you’re looking for a story that does not hold back on gore, body horror, and fantastic character development, you need to read VANITY KILLS." - Mia Coppola Faller, author of Buried Women Speak

*

"The writing style was excellent, each character well-developed, all with their own flaws that kept me gripped. It's marketed as extreme horror but it's good for everyone. Definitely one of my favorite reads this year!" - Justin Boote, author of They Are All Monsters."Trust me when I tell you, the conclusion is SO worth it. Erica excels with her storytelling abilities in this book, showcasing pain and horrors so relatable but some incredibly believable. This story  is creative, terrifying and beautifully written." - Nat Whiston, author of Feel Her Pain.

*
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  Quotes


“This is vanity: living to pretend, living to seem,

living to appear. And this makes the soul restless.”

-POPE FRANCIS




      [image: ]“Life, although it may only be an accumulation of anguish, is dear to me, and I will defend it.”

― Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
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  1


The menacing smell of death hangs thick in the air, hovering like a dense cloud of relentless mosquitoes in the hot July humidity. The hazy Louisiana sky looms vibrant and ominous overhead, as though tinged by the blessed smoke of a voodoo shaman. 
There is fire. Licking its forked, heathen tongue up the side of an oak tree. Glittering in the squares of shattered glass, scattered among crunchy detritus and powdered dirt. The fractals reflect a million copies of the harrowing scene around them, like millions of microscopic television sets. There’s a spray of pieces on the seat, dispersed unevenly in coagulating blood like clustered diamond flecks around leaky garnet stones.
Dark smoke billows from the sputtering engine of the silver SUV, belching thick plumes of blackened poison into the air, blooming out from beneath the crumpled hood. 
The mechanical hisses and whirs of the once-growling engine are deafening amid the symphony of sounds in the southern wilderness. Birds and locusts gawk at the tragedy, watching the stillness of it all as reverent onlookers.
A horrific scream rips the air, reverberating like a megaphone off the miles of bone-straight pavement ahead. It’s guttural, like something almost inhuman, but decidedly male. 
The river of glass tinkles as his lacerated hands tremble their way across the seat. His eyes strain to focus. Fear sits thick in his gasping throat. A blood-smeared airbag is deployed over him like a burst bubble of gleaming white chewing gum, claustrophobically suffocating him with draped fabric. It’s deflated over the bulge in his lap, like a cloth doorway to the fresh hell and years of nightmares that lie beneath. He weakly touches it, hands tremoring in utter shock. 
His trembling fingers tangle in the lock of wet, dark hair beneath the folds of the spattered material. It’s all become partly detached from the crushed human skull pinned between the bent steering column and his lap. 
Her skull. 
There’s no one else’s it could be, though he prayed to God that he was somehow wrong.
Please God let it be wrong.
The fleeting moments before the crash rush back like a boulder rolling downhill. 
Picking up speed. 
Smacking him in the face like a Mack truck. 
He screams again, leaving every trace of his soul in the cry as it dissipates into the ether above the burgeoning eddy of gray smoke. 
Pink spit dribbles down his gashed face and neck, scored with straight cuts from the exploded windshield. He writhes, unable to free his pinned lower half from the nightmare he’s opened his eyes to. 
The miserable nightmare he’d do anything to wake from. 
But he didn’t understand misery yet. 
No, that he would learn in the cruel years to come because in this moment, he cannot even begin to fathom the fallout and repercussions of one single moment of time.
Lives altered forever from one careless over-correction.
He screams so loud that he chokes on a lungful of smoke, hacking up pink drool, sucking in snot and tears. He coughs again until he gags out the window, where he locks eyes with a panting dog. 
He swears the mutt has a judgemental look in his eyes. And why shouldn’t it? It’s seen everything.
It scrutinizes him, the catahoula pup. Raising its young, curious face at the wreckage with its paws crossed, lounging calmly on its belly in the grass. 
As if he had no part in this.
As if, for him, everything will be just fine.
As if, for him, the world is not on fire.






  
  2


Jack LeBlanc sits upright, springing from his nightmare, gasping air in thick gulps and breaking down into a single heavy sob. He wipes the wetness trailing beneath his normal, hazel eye. The duct of the scarred one, sunken slightly deeper in his face by skin grafts that hug the curvature of his bones, hasn’t been able to shed a tear in years. 
Though the nightmarish recollection has recurred for years, it feels just as potent as the first time. A thick sheen of sweat forms on the unburned half of his face, which peeks out of the cowl of his sweat-drenched blue hoodie like some ethereal shade. The jacket is old and frayed near the cuffs and corners of the kangaroo pouch, but it's offered him seclusion and security for years. Despite his aversion to mirrors, he wouldn’t even dream about walking around his own apartment with it on. 
God forbid, he might catch a glimpse of himself in something reflective without it.
An audio file drones on through the tinny speakers of his laptop. A boring doctor prattles on, regurgitating medical information of a patient that Jack is supposed to be transcribing. He wipes the drool off his chin and eyes the open document on his laptop, barely even started. 
He checks his phone, blood pressure still pounding in his scarred temples. “Son of a bitch.”
It’s not original. 
It’s just all he can think to drum up through the grogginess. 
He frantically slams his laptop closed with a hand that is gnarled by healed burns, seamed by lines of pink between patches of skin whose tones don’t match. The hand of Frankenstein’s monster, he thinks.
He crams the device in his laptop bag, wrenches the handle on his rolling suitcase, locks the door and scurries out. 
Once outside, he sighs, realizing that he’s once again locked both his apartment and car keys inside.






  
  3


“This little black pill has the potential to completely revolutionize healthcare and change lives.” A single, glistening capsule is held in the air. Behind it is the smiling face of Nurse Eileen Tate. A rag-tag group of potential guinea pigs sit in rows of bland conference tables in front of her. Eager and hopeful. Hungry for a chance to earn some easy cash. 
“By participating in this phase one clinical pharmaceutical trial, you could be instrumental in changing hundreds, if not thousands of lives, for the better.” Her bright, feminine face is framed by cascading waves of brunette hair. Her tired eyes crinkle in the corners when she smiles. She seems enamored by the oval pinched between her fingertips. 
Jack slinks into orientation, sweat still drying to the sides of his hood, with the thin outline of white from the salt on the edges. 
He’s paralyzed by the realization of his worst fear as he walks in: he has everyone’s full attention.
He tells himself it's because he’s late, but that baleful whisper in his head chants: They can’t stop staring. They’d pay good money to see a freak like you at the circus. You’d be the star attraction. They’d gladly shell out hard-earned dough to see the barbecued mess beneath your hood. It would satiate their sick appetites for entertainment to view, in broad daylight, the hideous demon you truly are.
He’s jostled from his abusive train of cruel thought by the fingerless-gloved hand fluttering through the air, vying for his attention. 
It's a familiar face. One that quells his momentary anxieties enough for him to take another step inside. It’s Mick. He recognizes the sly smile draped across his tan face, covered by a chest-length thatch of chestnut beard hair. His bright green tie-dyed shirt that says ‘FUCK NAZIS’ is enough to make him stand out all on its own. 
“Yo, bruh!” Mick’s Cajun accent is so thick, he’s hard to comprehend. It comes through in nearly every word. 
On Jack’s way over to the empty spot beside Mick, a stunning blonde catches his eye. Her shining shoulder-length locks glint under the fluorescent ceiling panels of the hotel meeting room. She’s seemingly perfect. One thousand percent out of his league in his mind, from her slender frame to the soft dimples seated in two supple cheeks. Her eyes are like two azure orbs beneath manicured brows the color of honey. He feels like they’re staring straight through him, arresting him on the spot. He flashes a smile in her direction without thinking, positive she’s not actually looking at him. But she is. Her eyes have locked with his and her sweet smile warms him like a campfire.
Mick yanks the hem of Jack’s hoodie and he sits obediently. Like a dog.
Like a fucking dog.
“Where ‘da hell you been?” The brash Cajun whispers.
“Passed out while I was transcribing. Locked my damned keys inside. Had to wait for an Uber.” Mick laughs at his misfortune. Classic Jack, he thinks. “I thought you was gon’ ditch me. Wouldn’t that be somethin’. You ropin’ me into ‘dis an’ ‘den neva’ show.” 
Jack flashes a look that says: you know me better than that and slinks down. He absentmindedly tugs the braided strings so the opening in his hood closes a bit, obscuring more of his burned face.
The surly twenty-something on the other side of Jack raises his hand. Eileen points to him. “Yes, sir?”
“Hi. Alan.” He gives a half-assed wave after introducing himself and then re-crosses his arms over his chest. A mop of black hair is draped dramatically across his pale, angular face in an emo-style swoop. Long in the front and short on one side. He’s in black from head-to-toe. “Where are the rest of the volunteers?” 
“You’ lookin’ at ‘em.” Mick interjects, carefree as always. “‘Da few, ‘da proud, ‘da guinea pigs.”
A few people snicker.
“Yes, it seems this is it.” She does a quick, silent headcount of the fifteen or so people peppered through the room. “My name is Eileen Tate. I’ll be your nurse for the course of this trial. I’ll be aiding your Principal Investigator in the coming weeks. He’s a recipient of the ACCP Distinguished Investigator Award. He started out in biochemistry twenty-five years ago and then moved into oncology around twelve years ago. Then, roughly seven years ago, he started developing the pharmaceutical you are here to test now. Over the course of his career, he’s been a pivotal developmental part of three, large over-the-counter medications on the market today. The candidates who agree to the terms of the trial will meet him tomorrow for the surgical prep. Afterward, I will administer the first round of the medication.” 
She beams out over the audience of hopeful volunteers. “Right now, I’m going to hand out something called an Informed Consent Form. This packet lays out all of the pertinent information of the trial. Take a look. Read it thoroughly. Ask any questions you’d like, because by signing this, you agree to participate in the remainder of this three week trial.”
As she passes forms around the room, Mick’s gaze settles on a busty woman seated across from him. The colorful square plastic tag on her gaudy key ring reads: Angie. She’s drop-dead gorgeous with mid-back length natural red hair, shiny and thick like rust-colored ocean waves. She grins back at him with a look that says she is trouble incarnate.
“Bruh, did I... die and go ta’ Heaven?” Mick whacks at Jack with his knuckle. “Because I’m clearly in the presence of an angel.” 
Jack leans forward with a smirk and whispers. “Hate to break it to ya, buddy. I don’t think that’s where you’ll be goin’.”
“Aww man, fuck you.” The Cajun jests, struggling to tear his eyes from her like they’re attached with thick strips of Velcro. He motions to her. “Dibs on the ginger.” 
Instead, Jack looks past her at the trim, bald-by-choice black man sitting shoulder-to-shoulder with her.
“Interesting. I didn’t think he was your type. Very progressive of you.”
Mick shoots a fingerless-gloved middle finger at him. 
Jack continues playfully instigating. “It’s cool, man. Love who you love.”
“Pfft.” Alan scoffs at their conversation, aggressively clearing his throat. 
Jack and Mick turn to look at him. 
Alan drums his fingers anxiously on the table. Scars writhe up his arms like thin, pink snakes, plain as day. Two deep now-healed gashes run from wrist-to-elbow on both forearms. 
Jack shivers a little at the thought of someone voluntarily flaying their own arms open just to end their suffering. He imagines the level of misery that an act like that takes. 
“Got a problem, Gerard Way?” Mick chirps. 
“Nope, I’m great.” 
But he does have a problem. They can feel tension in the air. 
“Nice gloves.” His tone is still salty.
“What can I say? Always a trend-setter.” Mick’s reply is light. He can’t take this kid seriously.
“Find those in the trash at the gym?” The bitchy emo fires back, goading.
Mick grips the rubber wheels by his side and rolls out from beneath the table revealing the chair he’s confined to. “Do I LOOK like I hang out at a gym, asshole?”
Alan feels a sudden pang of embarrassment at the sight of the wheelchair. His eyes dart.
But Mick’s not done talking. “Awful ballsy for someone dressed like ‘dey headed to a Panic at the Disco concert. You get a notch on ya’ punch card every time you purchase an angst-ridden ensemble like ‘dat at Hot Topic?”
Nurse Tate plops packets down in front of all three with a serious expression, one of an angry mother about to threaten three chaotic kids fighting in the back seat.
But Mick’s already changed gears, flagging her down with the wave of a glove. “Angel, when we gettin’ paid fa’ ‘dis?”
Tate stops in her tracks. “All participants will receive a check for the full amount after the conclusion of the trial. Fortunately for you, compensation is quite high for this trial as an incentive to join us versus the one starting up in Baton Rouge tomorrow. The allotment for this is $1400… per week.”
A female applicant chimes in. “Wait, we’re not getting paid for almost a month?”
“Three weeks, yes.” Tate nods.
Another man in the back speaks up. “There’s a LOT of stuff listed under potential side effects. Is this, like, safe?”
“Well,” she laughs nervously, “the function of the trial is to prove that the drug is safe and effective and to determine what the potential side effects are. Once we complete this phase and submit our results, then we are able to get funding for a much larger trial of the same drug. Each of these is a step on the road to getting any medicine approved by the FDA for the general public.”
“So, we have to sign forms saying that we understand… this could kill us?” Another asks, sounding distressed.
“I assure you, Obsidian has had astounding results in the animal trials–” 
An irritated voice interrupts, “Nah, I’m out.” He tosses down his packet and storms out. Several others quickly follow suit leaving with their luggage. Seven participants remain. 
Tate pats a spot on the table up front and tries to mask her frustration with the sudden walk-out. “For those remaining, please drop your signed packets here when you’re done. Then, if you have a car on the premises, grab one of these purple parking passes for your vehicle. Blurred vision is a possible side effect so, legally, we cannot allow you behind the wheel during the trial. They’ll all be kept in the secured parking garage here on level 2. There’s video surveillance and active lot guards, so there is no need to worry. The shuttle outside will take you all to your accommodations.”
The handsome, black man next to the girl with the glimmering blue eyes speaks up, his voice effeminate and disappointed. “Oh, we aren’t staying here in the hotel?”
“No, we have a full, state-of-the-art medical campus that is just a twenty minute bus ride down Airline,  across the St. James Parish line. We have on-site testing equipment, full housing, and recreational accommodations there.” 
Eileen Tate’s smile broadcasts total confidence to the remaining participants. “After all the paperwork is signed, you can bring your suitcases to the shuttle. I’m excited to show you where you’ll be staying.”
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The shuttle coasts down Airline Highway next to the miles-long fingers of Bayou Conway, like watery claw marks dragged through the land. It flanks the vast expanse of lonely road peppered with local fauna and twisted cypress trees, their knobby knees jutting out of the murky brown water. Its rippling surface glints blinding, white reflections from the scorching summer sun overhead. Spanish moss crawls thick through the treetops along the desolate thoroughfare. 
Jack watches a water moccasin slither through the murky brown liquid onto the bone-dry bank and lifts his head away from the rattling glass window. He scans the small bus at the other participants, wondering what their reasons for being there might be. Some seem obvious, like Alan with his wormy trails of self-mutilation. Others, like the girl with eyes like sapphire gemstones, remain a mystery.
She looks up, almost as if she can telepathically hear him thinking about her. She catches him staring. He wants to look away, wants to hide inside the cowl of his hoodie and tighten it until he looks like South Park’s Kenny, mumbling and shrugging through a slit. But her gaze freezes him in place. Her soft smile is like the pause button on a remote, halting the world in its rotation. 
He looks away after a full, single second that feels like a literal eternity, and lowers his hazel eyes to the floor. He doesn’t feel like he deserves another moment of her attention. He re-affixes his stare back outside on the racing asphalt lines, noticing the area. Noticing how sickeningly familiar it all seems.
As if cursed to be reminded for eternity, it springs to the forefront of his mind. Somewhere around here, his whole life and future changed in the literal blink of weighted eyelids. Ones that fluttered with gratification. It still hangs over him like overpowering deja vu.
Somewhere near here, he’d ruined innocent lives.
Somewhere near here, he’d changed himself forever. 
Changed so many others forever.
He blinks to keep the welling tear in his good eye at bay, closing his lids so long he misses the sun-faded cross wrapped in pink ribbon at the base of a gnarled tree trunk entirely. The blackened oak behind it bears a deep, horizontal gash.
No, Jack doesn’t open them until the bus has long-turned down the dirt road on the left and he feels the fat wheels beneath him grind on the tiny grated bridge. It groans like it’s not strong enough to hold such heft, but it holds. The horrendous grrrrrrnnnnnn sound is short-lived and the whistling driver’s foot lands heavily on the gas pedal once again.
The shuttle jostles down the dirt road, winding through the narrow single-vehicle path, nearly overgrown by tall grass. Invasive wisteria, whose periwinkle blossoms have withered and died for the year, have left behind a spider web of insidious vines woven tightly through the trees overhead.
After a slow half-mile down the path, the thatched canopy of shade opens to an astonishing multi-building facility perched along a bulge in the bayou, water disappearing in both directions. Around the buildings sit wide-open acres of fresh-cut St. Augustine grass, dotted with evenly-spaced ornamental shrubs. The bus squeals to a halt in front of a large building in the middle, jostling everyone aboard.
The driver cranks the handle and the bus squeals as the door hydraulically opens. They pile out. Alan flashes an angered glare at the driver in the giant bulging mirror overhead from beneath his swooping black bangs. Chase follows behind him, tapping the driver on the shoulder, leaning in to whisper, “It ain’t personal. He’s been salty to everyone.”
After struggling to get Mick back down the steps and into his chair, the participants follow Eileen down a grassy path to the picturesque two-story building at the end, seated feet from the water’s edge. Tate beams proudly, scanning the property with eyes that are striking, even behind nerdy, blue wayfarer-frames. 
“For those of you not from around here, this is the Blind River. It leads right into Bayou Conway.” She points to the water. Its edges are thick with dense bio-diverse vegetation. Tufts of wild, local fauna contrast starkly, juxtaposed with short, manicured grass in the immediate area around the buildings. 
An errant mullet jumps out of the water, careens through the humid air, and splashes back beneath the surface near a massive outcropping of lily pads adorned with vibrant, canary-yellow flowers. The waves from it gently undulate a thick throng of blooming water hyacinths. 
“There’s some excellent fishing down the way if anybody enjoys that sort of thing. Tons of bowfin and catfish in there. There are rods and tackle boxes in that small, green tool shed on the far right. There are also kayaks behind the shack on the far left of the property near the dock. And if you go beyond it a bit, there’s a really lovely little shaded walking trail down there.”
She claps her hands together and points. “This building to the right of the main house is the clinic. There’s a small infirmary, the doctor’s office and all of our hematological testing equipment. And upstairs, the doc actually lives there.”
“I’d wanna live out here, too. This place is amazing,” Chase chimes in, voice sweet, almost dainty. “It's so serene.”
Alan violently smacks at a mosquito feasting on his neck. He grimaces, squinting hard to avoid the blistering sun as they follow Tate like ducklings to the large white building in the center.
Jack stares at the decrepit, battered, brown shack off to the left a stretch, the one with a rack contraption that stores the kayaks upside down behind it. Unlike the others on the property, all maintained and well-kept, the building on the end looks dilapidated, as if the roof might cave in at any moment. Two cracked windows sit in busted, wooden frames above a rotted porch missing boards. Jack sees something dark brush past the window. 
It’s massive. Eclipsing the entire window frame, it whooshes by. 
He could swear the fleeting shadow had eyes, but they were far too large to be human.
“”Scuse me. Um, what's in there?” Jack points to the now-vacant window, scarred brows furrowed, the tough skin struggling to wrinkle.
“Nothing.” Eileen scoffs, immediately turning her attention back to the central building. “That one hasn’t been used in years. It’s falling apart inside. The wood’s rotted. Doc’s been getting quotes to have it bulldozed. We ask that you stay clear of that one for safety and legal reasons. It’s a liability.”
“Something just moved in there.” Jack tries to not sound alarmed. Though appearing empty now, he knew something was just there. Something too large to explain.
“Oh yeah, I don’t doubt that. There’s holes all over that thing. Part of the roof is caved in in the back. Critters make a home in it all the time.”
“Bruh, this is Louisiana.” Mick said it like Loose-anna. “Probably a whole family ‘a coons or somethin’ livin’ in ‘ere.” His loosened brake falls and locks his wheels, stopping him in his tracks. He growls and tries to slam the stubborn lever back up with the heel of his hand, nearly dumping the wheelchair on its side with him in it. “Uhhh, little help here?!
Jack squats, examines the lever, and bangs his gnarled hand upward on the brake twice more to unlock it. “There, cyborg,” he teases, heaping his suitcase onto Mick’s lap, atop the black duffel bag that’s already on there. He grabs the handles on the back of the chair. “C’mon, Miss Daisy.” 

      [image: ]Tate turns on the lights as the patients assemble in the main, two-story building. “Welcome to your home-away-from-home. In that drawer over there, there’s a ton of bug spray. The opossums keep the tick population down but the mosquitoes can be merciless, especially after a good rain. Over here are lighters and candles.” She pulls out a drawer stuffed with tea lights and long wax sticks. 
“The power here in the boonies can be a bit finicky. Lights go out, occasionally, but we have a manual backup generator and we can usually get the power back up shortly. Let’s see, there's a big fridge in the main kitchen and a smaller one upstairs in the game room, both fully-stocked. Out back, there’s a storage shed with extra toiletries, canned goods, first aid kit, all that good stuff.”
“Oh!” Her voice echoes off the high ceilings and glass doors that provide a spectacular view of the bayou out back. She lifts a handful of notebooks from the spacious, main living room’s table. “These are your patient journals. They’re pretty self explanatory and easy to fill out. They must be completed every day with some sort of entry, even if you aren’t experiencing any adverse side-effects or symptoms. These are important for the doctor to track everyone’s progress. He has to submit these to the higher-ups later to get phase two approval, so these are crucial. Please, don’t lose them and don’t forget to make at least one daily entry. They’ll be checked each morning before your next dose of the medication.”
Tate points up to a security camera bolted into the corner of the room. It flickers its tiny red light, indicating they are all actively being surveilled. “There are cameras throughout the house for your protection as well as ours. Since the cabin is co-ed, legally, we have to have these in case there is any sort of harassment or slip-and-fall type accidents.” 
She grabbed a locking cash box from the kitchen counter and held it open, then lifted the black plastic insert. Tate went around the room. “As the packet stated, for privacy and social media blackout purposes, I need to collect everyone’s cell phones.” The participants reluctantly relinquished their phones, dropping them into the metal box with a thump. “Don’t worry, though, you’re still able to call out on the landline. We just ask that you don’t discuss the details of the trial with anyone when you do so. Privacy at this stage is important, but we also don’t want you to feel like you can’t have contact with the outside world. Unfortunately, I have to mention that if you do discuss the details of the trial with anyone on the outside, it can jeopardize the testing and you can be subject to legal ramifications and fines, as well as terminated from the program, without pay. So, please keep personal calls to a minimum.”
Jack’s gaze drifts over to the corded phone by the glass sliding door. He wonders how long it's been since he’s seen a landline in the wild. 
Eileen clasps her eager hands, voice bubbly and excited. “Tomorrow, I will come get you for your individual admission appointments. There will be an intake evaluation and then the topical surgical procedure will take place right after clearance from the doc. I’ll administer your first dose of the medication and you’ll be free to enjoy the rest of your day.” 
She placed her hands on her curvy hips and rolled her shoulders back. “Y’all’s rooms are upstairs. You can decide whose is whose. And just in case, I left a blank copy of the consent packet on the kitchen counter for reference.” 
The group nods through the awkward wrap-up. Tate takes a deep breath. 
“Alright, I’m sure you’re eager to settle in. I’ll be next door, in the gray building, if y’all need me.” Her tone erupts into excitement again. “Get some rest tonight.” 
She locks eyes with Jack and smiles. “Tomorrow, y’all are gonna make history!” 
The way she says the final word is almost manic. Her excitement, while infectious for some, makes Jack feel uneasy. He’s not sure if it’s the sudden, unwanted eye contact or the nurse’s inflection.
All he knows is her uplifting promise seems more like a threat.
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Iris enters a modest, freshly-painted room, claiming it as her own with the plop of her suitcase on the bed. Below it lies a feminine bedspread decked out in rabbit outlines made of curled gold ribbons against a blush background. The walls are peppered with colorful store-bought canvas art depicting abstract bunnies in pastels. A vase full of fresh-cut wildflowers sits on the bedside table beside a lamp with brand new tea lights and a lighter scattered around its base. 
The window sill is cluttered with decorative candle holders stuffed with tall, colorful wax sticks, like some sort of shrine to the sunshine outside. Iris traipses over to it and lifts the window to let some fresh air into the dwelling.
She spots a dog outside and smiles, admiring its multi-colored markings. He’s mostly gray, peppered with various-sized black spots throughout. He stares up at her with blue eyes and a muzzle with golden-brown fur the color of drying mud.
“Awwww, hi, babyyyyyy!” She elongates the word.
The dog just sits, soaking in the sight of the overzealous newcomer waving from the second floor. She smiles at it like a loving mother would an infant. 
She always wanted a catahoula.
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Mick, Jack, Chase, and Iris congeal around a small table in the living room of the larger cabin, all chowing down on the home-cooked meal Fisher has made with the ingredients from the over-stocked fridge. A true Louisianan at heart, he bustles through the kitchen despite already putting enough food for an army displayed on the bar dividing the rooms. 
Iris pushes up the sleeves of her knitted, pink shrug and reads aloud from her Informed Consent form. 
“You’re here to participate in a groundbreaking, phase one clinical trial. Nicknamed Obsidian due to the formula’s color, this medication holds the potential to repair defects like cleft palettes, injuries, lesions, scars, stretch marks and surgical incisions with permanence and without the use of invasive plastic and reconstructive surgery. The drug is designed to target skin cells and musculature with recent cuts or abrasions. The medicine zones in on the traumatized tissue to facilitate ultra-rapid restoration in full.”
“Can I see?” Chase extends a hand. Iris hands it over and returns to picking at the food on her paper plate, despite being stuffed to the gills.
Chase skims it. “God, Tate wasn’t kidding. Did you guys see this? Side effects may include, but are not limited to, fever, nausea, insomnia, aggression, stomach pain, blurred vision, depression, thoughts of suicide, hallucinations–”
“Yeah, dude, the list goes on and on,” Iris says, jabbing a small bite of pasta into her mouth.
“Why don’ drugs ever give people any positive side effects?” Mick chimes in, his thick accent slurred by the liquid dinner he’s swigging out of a duct-taped, plastic flask. It's a recycled Listerine bottle decorated with pirate skulls and swords. He takes a long drink and swallows hard, wincing from the burn of the cheap, bottom-shelf bourbon, the only kind he can afford. “Like, uh, fuckin’... night vision?”
“Or like, spontaneous orgasms.” Iris fires back.
Mick bursts out in laughter. “Yeah, like ‘dat.”
“What about,” Fisher thinks, anxious to join in the conversation, “the ability to see through people’s clothing? Like Superman.” He laughs, wiping his slender hands on a dish towel and throwing it down.
In the recliner nearby, Alan winces at the sound of the man's effeminate voice, batting around a crouton on his plate of salad.
“Not sure that would always be a good side effect,” Mick hollers over his shoulder. “Guess it depends on if you can turn the affliction off.”
“Of course you can’t. Not any more than you can turn off, like, trouble breathing or a rash.” Fisher’s smile beams from the rectangular hole between the rooms. 
Chase laughs and scans the room, glimpsing Alan staring at him from across the way. Alan darts his eyes away, back to the others.
“Speaking of wanting to see through people’s clothes, where’ ‘dat other girl at? The little cutie who sat on the back of the bus with the gigantic,” Mick motions to his chest with cupped hands. “What’s her name?” He snaps his fingers weakly, struggling to recall it.
Jack speaks up, “I think her name’s Angela.” 
“Angie! ‘Das it.” Mick shuts his eyes and moans at the thought of her, Jack shakes his head. “Walsh betta’ watch out. If anyone’s gon’ be playin’ doctor wit’ her, it’ll be me. Who knows? Maybe she’ freaky. Maybe she’ be down for a little ROLL play.” He rolls back and forth in his chair, bouncing his eyebrows.
Iris throws her head back and laughs. As her giggles die down, she glances at Jack. 
He can’t force his eyes away from her. She’s captivating. His heart beats faster. He’s frozen like future roadkill in oncoming headlights. No one else in the room notices his world is standing still.
Alan’s voice is like a quiet growl. “She’s so outta your league, dude.”
“Why?” Mick’s on the defensive. “You don’ think she could be attracted to a gorgeous guy like me jus’ ‘cause he’ in a chair? I get my fair share, okay? Shit, I’ve pulled more tail than a slow kid at a petting zoo.”
Alan scoffs, toying with his salad. Too chicken-shit to make eye contact with the person he’s arguing with. “Hell, I'll bet you can’t even get hard.”
“’Ey, prick,” Mick’s loud. “The dick still works. Plus, on top a’ ‘dat I got a tongue and ten magical fingers ‘dat all aim ta’ please.” The Cajun fakes
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