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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Since I was 12, I’ve always wanted to write a book called The Egg Man. Whenever I told somebody I was going to write a book called The Egg Man, they would say oh like that Beatles song? And I would say huh? They would say you know I am the egg man, I am the walrus. And I would say what’s that? Whenever I think of the egg man, I don’t think of that song. The egg man, to me, is like a boogeyman. When we were kids, my sister and I used to have reoccurring nightmares about a boogeyman we called the egg man. He was a white doll-like creature with an egg-shaped head, no mouth, tiny black eyes, and spindly limbs. The egg man would creep into children’s bedrooms, hide under their beds, and strangle them in their sleep. 

 I always wanted to write about this boogeyman of my youth. In the past twenty years, I plotted three different books using The Egg Man as a title. None of them were interesting enough to write. I also used the title for a screenplay about a hitman that looked kind of like Humpty Dumpty. It never went anywhere. 

 When I decided to write a book about people with giant egg-shaped brains, that I didn’t have a title for, I figured I would go with The Egg Man. It has nothing to do with the boogeyman I used to lose sleep over as a kid, but there is an egg man character in it. 

 The Egg Man is a “what if?” story. Sci-fi is a “what if?” genre, but so is bizarro. I’m a fan of this kind of a story. I like asking: what if the world was made of meat? What if everyone in the world committed suicide at the same time? What if we carried around our souls in little jars? One of my favorite what ifs is “What if the human race evolved in a different way?” 

 What if we had only one gender and reproduced asexually? What if we were all born with the ability to read each other’s thoughts? What if only one in a hundred people were born with the sense of sight? What if women bit the heads off of men after mating like mantids? These are the kinds of things I love to write about. I love thinking about how these differences would effect our society. If we could read each other’s thoughts how would that effect dating? How would that effect government? Would we all be forced to be honest? Would we all hate each other? In The Egg Man, I ask many what ifs, mostly focused on the way humans reproduce and the way children are raised. 

 I hope you enjoy The Egg Man. It is a bit darker than my usual stuff, and maybe a bit more disturbing (I am easily disturbed by smells), yet also one of my most autobiographical books to date. 





 - CM3
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The fetus fly wasn’t yet dead when my steel-toed boot squished into it. The thing was lying there, half dead. It was trying to cry but its vocal cords were dried out. The sun had scorched its skin and bleached the color out of its eyes. The left side of its tiny body was being eaten by black ants.

 The fetus fly must have been out of the womb for quite a few months, because it was the size of a football. Most don’t even get to the size of a football. Like the majority of the young, this one wasn’t meant to survive. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going when I stepped on its little infant torso, spraying red and black guts all over the pavement. Stomping on it still did not kill the tiny creature. It silently cried out, twitching its little sunburnt bald head, with ants crawling in and out of holes in the side of its face. At least I had shortened its agony by a few hours. I probably should have crushed its skull to put it out of its misery but I didn’t want to track fetus goop all over my new apartment.
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I didn’t know much about the Henry Building. The Georges Organization just gave me an address and an apartment number: 312. It was going to be my home for the next 4 years, whether I liked it or not. Sometimes the GO would give its graduates a good place to stay for their post-graduate practice. More often, especially with the less prospective students, a post-grad would get the cheapest (and therefore the absolute crappiest) lodgings that they could possibly find. I wasn’t a high prospect according to GO. After taking just one look at the Henry Building, I could tell that they set me up with the absolute crappiest place they could find. There was no telling what kind of scum I would be living with. The kind of scum that didn’t bother to sweep their steps clean of half-dead fetus flies, I guess.

 The inside of the building smelled like vinegar-ham and a nutty variety of pipe tobacco smoke. It could have been worse. Some of these buildings smell like urine and dead rats. I couldn’t handle a place that smelled like urine or dead rats.
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The hallways buzzed as I walked through them. The place was quiet and mostly empty. The only people I met on the way to my room were two dark-skinned women smoking in the hallway on the third floor. They were speaking Toyotan. They were wearing faded yellow Toyota factory uniforms and were covered in grease. Both of them were on the third day of their periods. I could smell it.

 Breathing through my mouth as I passed between them, they stopped speaking and eyed me. They said something to me in Toyotan. I ignored them. Once I reached apartment 312, I looked back to see that they were coming down the hallway after me. They were pissed about something.

 I said do you have a problem in the common tongue.

 They didn’t seem to understand common. One of them with raggy short hair spit into the air and shouted something that must have been a profanity in Toyotan. There was a lot of racism between companies. Since I’m not a child of Toyota they must not like me. I have experienced similar behavior with the children of Sony, IBM and McDonald’s.

 I really hate the children of McDonald’s. They have a way of combining snobbery with stupidity that really gets under my skin. I’m really glad that I was brought up by the GO rather than McDonald’s or Sony. I’ve heard that those kids don’t have a very good upbringing. Toyotans must have an even worse upbringing if they aren’t even taught common. That’s the first sign of a close-minded social network.
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The apartment was small. Really small. It was in the shape of an “N” with a slanted ceiling. There was a kitchen, bed- room, living room, office, bathroom, and closet, just like the GO said there would be, only all six things were crammed into a single N-shaped room. The living room was just a chair and a lamp, the bed was only big enough for a twelve year old girl, the closet was just a clothes line that went over the bed, the kitchen was the size of a small dresser, the studio was just an open space by the tiny glassless window, and the bathroom was just a toilet and a sink in the corner of the room. There wasn’t even a shower or a bathtub. The whole place was probably only 150 square feet. It was tiny and crammed. No more than one person could ever live here.

 I was used to crammed living. I was in a dormitory for as long as I could remember, so I was used to only having a bed and a dresser to myself. This tiny apartment was better than I have ever had, though much worse than I expected. It would have to do.

 The only problem with the apartment was the smell. It wasn’t a horrible smell, but it was an irritating one. The room smelled like artificial vanilla mixed with wood polish and wet dog fur. Although the scent was annoying, it could have been worse. It could have smelled like sewage. With the toilet only five feet away from my bed it would have been horrible if there was a sewage smell isuing out of it while I slept.
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I only had one duffel bag with me. It contained all of my possessions in the world. I didn’t bother unpacking. I prefer having all of my things in one place at all times just in case I had to leave in a hurry. It’s one of those instincts that we’re all born with. Kind of like the instinct to horde food and water or the instinct to reproduce.

 There were several shelves lining the walls which would surely come in handy. I was given a sufficient amount of money for purchasing food, toiletries, bedding, and art materials. I will probably keep those things on the shelves, but keep my personals in my duffel bag under the bed. This place could be riddled with thieves.
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I went out and took a walk down the street to get my bearings around the neighborhood. There was a convenience store on the corner. I bought some rice wine, a sandwich, and some canned foods. Eating the sandwich and taking swigs of rice wine, I continued down the block.

 It was midday and not many people were out. Everyone was at work. Most people in the city were completely corporatized and stayed at their company’s barracks, so they rarely got out to wander the streets. Some of them have never left their company building, some of them never see the light of day. Most companies are their own self-contained society, complete with housing, cafeterias, schools, hospitals, law enforcement, and recreational facilities. Some were like nice little resorts, some were like concentration camps. I was lucky that I was raised by the GO. The GO wasn’t the most luxurious organization to be brought up in, but it was comfortable and we had more freedoms than most. My life sure could have been a hell of a lot worse.

 Most of the shops at street level were closed down. Those that were still in business were crap. Check cashing shops, pawn shops, porn shops, that kind of thing. The only places in the area that were any use to me were the convenience store, a laundromat/burger joint, a burrito stand that looked a little sketchy, and a tiny record shop that couldn’t possibly get much business in this location.

 There wasn’t an art supply store, but I wasn’t expecting there to be one. I’ll probably have to take the streetcar across town to get the materials I’ll need to start my practice.
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There was a large man of mixed race sitting on the sidewalk, watching me as I approached. He was scraping a jagged knife against a soup can, as if trying to open it.

 Hey, give me a bite of your sandwich said the man, in common tongue. He had a strong accent, but I didn’t recognize it. It might have been a McDonald’s dialect, or maybe a Footlocker one. By the looks of his burnt dirty sweater, I assumed he was disenfranchised.

 I didn’t look at him and kept walking. It’s better to stay far away from the disenfranchised.

 The man stood up and followed me, pointing the rusty blade and twisting it. I kept walking, pretending that I was too busy drinking my wine to hear him.

 I want your sandwich and your wine said the man.

 He started to pick up his pace, so I just ran. I wanted to keep cool in the new neighborhood, but my survival instinct kicked in and took over. He didn’t follow.

 I had strong survival instincts, especially when it came to sensing danger and getting the hell out of danger as quickly as possible. Most people don’t make it very far if they don’t have a strong survival instinct, though. Luck is also important. Nobody gets very far if they don’t have decent luck.
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The farther away from the Henry Building I got, the more industrial the landscape became. There was a large steel mill by the river and several warehouses. The buildings out this way were black and metallic. Dark smoke billowed out of five dozen chimneys that surrounded him. The air was difficult to breathe.

 I was suddenly hit with a wave of rot. It was a smell like roadkill and bread mold. The street here was littered with dozens of dead fetus flies. They were the size of my hand, so they must have been over a month old. They all had the same pale skin color and looked alike, so they must have been from the same mother. The toxic air must have killed them as the swarm flew overhead. Now they were just empty shells, getting eaten by bugs and the rats. Many of them had been flattened by the streetcars or pedestrians. They must have been dead for a couple days because they were crusted to the sidewalk.
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I took a different route back to the Henry Building to avoid the disenfranchised guy with the knife. Nobody confronted me on this route, but I did pass three men in red jumpsuits beating another man in a gray jumpsuit with metal bars. The man in the gray uniform wasn’t moving. He was either unconscious or dead. I picked up my pace and got out of there before any of the red jumpsuits noticed me.

 The Henry Building was still reasonably quiet and empty when I arrived. Most of the residents must have still been at their companies.

 There was a pregnant girl sitting outside the front of the Henry Building smoking a cigarette. She had light brown skin, a wide mouth with large gray lips, and long dark hair. She was dirty. Really dirty. Her hair was beginning to dread and her clothes looked like they hadn’t been changed in weeks. She wore tight jeans and a wet tank top with sweat stains in the armpits. She didn’t reek of body odor, but I couldn’t really smell anything over the strong clove flavor of her cigarettes.

 You don’t live here she said in common as I entered the building.

 I said yeah I do.

 She said I don’t know you.

 I could see her nipples through her wet shirt. She wasn’t wearing a bra.

 I said I just moved into 312.

 You’re not OSM she said.

 No I said.

 They’re not supposed to let any new people in unless they’re OSM she said.

 She puffed her clove cigarette at me. I looked down.

 She was barefoot. Her ashy toes tapped languidly against the pavement, as if to their own accord. Her feet were leathery. It looked like she hadn’t worn shoes in a few years. That was actually a good thing. Feet don’t stink as bad if the person never wears shoes. I can’t handle the smell of pungent feet.

 I’m from the Georges Organization I said.

 I asked if anyone else in the Henry Building was from the GO.

 She screwed up her lips and blew smoke at me.
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I went up to my apartment, locked myself in, and stayed there for the rest of the night. Outside my door, people yelled at each other in strange languages. Somebody blared music at the end of the hallway. I couldn’t recognize the genre of music. It was pretty obnoxious because the band didn’t have any guitars or vocals, but it had three drummers. It was just percussion and synthesized bass.

 Some guy rammed his head against my door and I jumped out of bed. That’s all he did. He just rammed his head against my door for no apparent reason. I listened at the door as his footsteps faded away. I didn’t understand why anyone would feel the need to do such a thing.

 After that, I couldn’t sleep. I was too worried that other people might decide to ram their heads against my door while I was sleeping, or try to break the door down. So, instead of sleeping, I decided to explore the room with my nose.

 In the dark, I smelled the air and tried to identify my surroundings by their scent. It’s kind of a weird thing to do, but all Smells do it. We can’t help ourselves. I wish I would have been a Sight or maybe a Sound, but my dominant sense had to be Smell.

 I sniffed about 17 different scents in the air. The dominant scent was the cigarette smoke that was issuing into my room from under the door. The second most dominant smell was the sink. There were actually four different scents coming from the sink. One was the rust of the faucet metal, one was the light sewage flavor coming out of the drain, one was a rotten odor coming from the scum that lined the drain, and the last was an odd black pepper smell that seemed to come from the water.

 I continued smelling the room. There were four varieties of dust aroma. There was a maple syrup odor coming from the closet. There was a greasy smell hidden behind the toilet. There were a few smells coming in from the outside; two forms of pollution from the nearby factories and a burnt spaghetti sauce from the window of an above neighbor’s kitchen. After a couple hours, I had figured out the origins of 16 of the 17 smells. But there was one that I couldn’t figure out. It smelled like fig and raw hamburger meat. It issued from the west wall of my apartment.

 After smelling the wall for several minutes, I had to turn on the light to see if there was a stain there. It could have been a strange cocktail that was thrown at the wall, or maybe the grease of a sweet and spicy Asian meal was wiped along the bricks. But, after close examination, I couldn’t find anything unusual about the wall. There wasn’t a sticky film anywhere.

 The smell didn’t seem to come from the wall itself, but from something on the other side of the wall. It must have been something extremely pungent for me to be able to smell it through brick. I wondered what the heck that smell could be, racked my brain trying to figure it out, but it remained a mystery.

 I fell asleep close to dawn with the room’s smells attacking my nostrils.






  






[image: Missing image file]








  






[image: Missing image file]



Three hours later I awoke. I couldn’t handle the smells anymore and had to do something about it. I got dressed in my usual black jeans, GO logo t-shirt, olive green trenchcoat, steel-toed boots, and smog-goggles. Then I went out to get a bunch of cleaning supplies.

 Many of the other residents were leaving the Henry Building at the same time. Most of them wore gray jumpsuits with OSM written on the back in white letters. The OSMs all spoke the same language. It was the same language I had heard in the hallway during the night.
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A couple of the OSMs gave me dirty looks as I passed them on the stairwell. It was natural, though. Most people didn’t like anyone who wasn’t apart of their company. When all they know is their company’s way of life, everything else just seems confusing and scary.

 I couldn’t pin down the ethnicity of the OSMs. They were all the same race. It seemed to be some kind of cross between Middle Eastern and Eskimo. They all looked alike. Not just because of their race; they all looked like they came from the same parents. They might have all come from the same womb, but that would have been impossible. That many offspring couldn’t possibly survive in the streets, let alone all get picked up by the same corporation. Unless OSM, whatever that is, has a breeding program. That would be unlikely, though. Breeding programs are a thing of the management classes.
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The convenience store only had bottom-brand cleaning supplies, but that was okay. I know how to get smells out of anything, even if all I’ve got is a bar of soap and some elbow grease. The hairy guy behind the counter could hardly speak common, which was surprising. Speaking fluent common was the most important requirement for cashiers.

 Children of the GO are only taught common. The GO likes to take down the walls that separate people. They believe that corporate languages are barriers designed to segregate people. They believe that everyone would be better off if we all spoke common.
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On the way home, I ran into the pregnant woman again. She was sitting on the sidewalk without any pants on. She was crying and breathing hard. Her eyes were covered by a pair of ashy smog goggles and her sweaty white tank top was being held up by her chin.

 As I passed her I said are you okay?

 No she said.

 I said what’s wrong?

 She said what the fuck do you think?

 I then realized what was happening. She was about to give birth.

 I said is there anything I can do?

 She said I’ve done this dozens of times before.

 I said I’ve never seen a birth before and want to help anyway.

 She asked if I had anything to put under her ass.

 She said my ass is killing me.

 I said I have a package of paper towels.

 She said give it a try.

 Then she lifted her bare butt off of the pavement and waved me over.

 I slid the 4-pack of paper towels under her and she sat down on it.

 Not much better she said.

 Sorry I said.

 I watched her huffing and puffing for a while. 

 She said are you just going to stand there? 

 I shrugged at her.

 I knelt down and held one of her hands. I didn’t know what else to do.

 She gave me an annoyed look, but she didn’t refuse my hand. Her palm was gritty and cold. When her breathing got heavy, she squeezed my hand as tight as she could.

 Once it happened, she leaned back into my arm and the sweat from her hip got onto my wrist.

 She said here it comes.

 Her vagina opened wide and released the babies. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of tiny fetus flies fluttered out of her. They swarmed into the air and created a small cloud. I’d never seen so many fetus flies before. I’d never seen them so tiny. They were only the size of small moths. I watched as the swarm of tiny babies spread apart and went their separate ways. Half of them wouldn’t survive the night. Those that made it would double in size every day. Only a few of them, if any, would live long enough to see adulthood.

 After they were all gone, the woman said leave me alone.

 I left her alone.

 She looked exhausted. Her head slumped to her knees. She pushed the package of paper towels out from under her. They were covered in a black goop. I thought she better keep them. I didn’t want to know what that black afterbirth smelled like.

 Upon entering the Henry Building, I looked back at the fetus flies dissipating in the distance. I wondered what it was like when I was just a fetus fly. I wondered why I was the one to survive out of all of those that I was born with. Luck, most likely. Luck had a lot to do with it. Too many fetus flies were unlucky. They died from the cold, they got zapped by bug lights, they got trapped in spider webs, they got eaten by birds, they got splattered across car windshields. And once they grew larger they were hunted by alley cats and shot with pellet guns by the neighborhood children. They got caught in the machines on the industrial side of town and they got poisoned from drinking the water in the river.

 You had to be really lucky to survive infancy.
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I spent several hours cleaning every centimeter of my apartment, paying close attention to the smells. The water smelled like black pepper so I couldn’t use it to wash anything. I didn’t want the whole place smelling like black pepper, so I boiled the water and mixed in detergent. Then I disinfected and deodorized everything. I stripped down naked and disinfected myself with the same cleaning fluid.

 After I was finished, all I smelled was lemon freshness. I could breathe deeply again. I thought I’d finally be able to sleep.
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I took an afternoon nap. After a couple hours, I was woken by a smell. The lemon freshness had faded and another smell had become dominant. It was the smell of fig and raw hamburger meat.
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Later that night I was drunk on rice wine and there was a knock at the door. It was the girl who had given birth that morning.

 Hi she said. 

 She let herself in.

 She was still wearing the same clothes as before.

 She reeked of clove cigarettes with a hint of body odor and something else that was rancid. I wondered if she had taken a shower since she had given birth.

 She asked if she could have some of my rice wine after she took a sip.

 I said I guess.

 Then she took a long gulp. Her swollen lip wrapped around the neck of the bottle. When she handed it back I could smell her clove saliva on the rim. I set the bottle aside for a while. It would have been rude to have wiped the rim clean after she had just taken a sip.

 You’re weird she said.

 She said women don’t like to be touched or bothered when they give birth.

 I said I didn’t know. 

 She said I’m not a Feel so it wasn’t that bad. 

 She said you’re a Smell aren’t you. 

 Yeah I said.

 She said I can tell because your place is so clean. Smells are always anal.

 Huh I said.

 Smells are always anal, Feels are always horny, Tastes are always fat, and Sounds are always paranoid she said.

 I asked what she was.

 She said I’m a Sight, so I’m curious and always spying and snooping.

 I wish I was a Sight I said.

 I’d rather be a Feel or a Taste she said.

 I asked why.

 She said they are more fun.

 I said being a Smell is the worst.

 It must be torturous in a place like this she said.

 It has been I said.

 She said at least you’re clean. Feels and Smells are always the most attractive, because they take care of themselves. They don’t like to smell or feel dirty.

 She stretched her arms up and rested them on top of her head, releasing an assault of body odor from her wet armpits. 

 I only like to fuck Smells and Feels she said.

 She looked at me in the eyes and stepped forward, as if she could tell her armpit odor was offensive to me. I backed away from her.

 She grabbed my bottle and chugged down the rest of the rice wine in one sip. She moved closer to me. I fell backwards onto the bed. She smirked and dropped the empty bottle next to me.

 See you around she said. 

 Then she left my apartment. 




I got up and followed her out of the room. 

 I’m Luci she said as she entered her apartment. 

 She lived right across the hall. 

 Lincoln I said. 

 See you around, Lincoln, she said. 

 Yeah I said.
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I stood in the hallway with the door open for a few moments. Her smell was still in my apartment and I wanted to air it out a bit before reentering.

 In the corner of my eyes I saw a short man walking down the hallway. I turned and looked at him. He was wearing a leather helmet and slamming his head into random doors, with an axe propped up on his shoulder. He didn’t notice me. I decided to put up with Luci’s lingering smell and go back into my apartment.

 I locked the door and sat on my bed. The smell of clove and girl sweat was still strong in the air. I boiled some orange peels, hoping it would cover up the scent, but I only had one orange. So the room smelled like orange, clove, and girl sweat for the rest of the night.
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The next morning I got on the streetcar. It was mostly filled with people in Toyota uniforms. There were also a few Sonys, a Taco Bell, a Campbell’s, and various other company uniforms I didn’t recognize.

 I sat down next to the woman in the Campbell’s uniform. I didn’t know much about the Campbell’s people, but I knew they were nicer than most. Their corporation had been successful for so long that they didn’t have very much competition, so they didn’t need to promote competitiveness amongst their citizens. They didn’t feel the need to promote hate and prejudice. Although the Campbell’s woman wasn’t likely to offer me friendship, she wasn’t likely to show hostility either.

 Ignoring the people around me, I watched the cityscape out of the window. The city was a maze of factories and tall old buildings. Everything was made of gray brick and wrought iron. All of the people we passed had sad, scared, angry faces.
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At one of the stops, I saw a couple McDonald’s recruiters on the sidewalk, catching six-month-old fetus flies with large nets.

 Fetus flies were normally caught at six months, once they were the size of turkeys and didn’t fly very well anymore. The recruiters bring them back to the company’s nursery where they are raised until they learn to use their arms and legs.

 Then their infancy is over and their childhood begins. They are put into the company’s school system and taught the company’s language, the company’s laws, the company’s religion, and begin company training. Many children will be given a basic position at age 6, which is usually light factory work. As they grow up, they will be promoted to more difficult jobs. Some of them move up the ranks, some of them are specialized, and some of them do menial labor for the rest of their lives.
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The art store was small and hidden between the city’s enormous Nike complex and the Corporate Trade Center in a small strip of businesses that weren’t getting any customers.

 The store was a fifth the size of the one at the GO, but it was eighty miles closer than the GO complex so it was the one I was going to use.

 The owner was raised by the GO. All the art supply stores were branches of the GO. He was a tall old man with a Salvador Dali mustache. The tiny amount of hair on his head was parted in a ridiculous comb-over that had been dyed black. The black hair against his white scalp made him look like a zebra. Perhaps it was an artistic state ment.

 The man said you just starting your practice? 

 I nodded. 

 A newbie, eh? 

 The man raised his pointy eyebrows and winked.

 I brought all of the paints, canvas paper, turpentine, and brushes that I was going to need to the counter.

 I’ll put this on your GO account he said.

 I gave him my identification number.

 He smiled and said happy creating.

 I thought there was something too cheerful about this man. Perhaps pleasantries were a part of his job description.
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I bought some PBR at the convenience store. Pabst was one of the few beer companies I was willing to give money to. Most beer companies, like Anheizer Busch, had company laws that made it illegal for their people to drink alcohol. They didn’t want their employees drinking their product and they didn’t want them to drink any of their competitors’ products either. The Pabst corporation didn’t care, though. They let their employees drink all day long. They weren’t the most successful beer company in the world, but they had the happiest and most loyal workers. If I had been raised by a company rather than an organization I would have wanted to be brought up by Pabst.
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While walking down the hallway towards my apartment, that strong fig and raw hamburger smell attacked my nostrils. It was coming from under the doorway of the apartment next to mine. I hadn’t caught the smell in the hallway before, but I was usually in a rush when I passed this apartment. The smell was putrid. It was also more complex than the smell had been when traveling through the cracks in the brick wall. The smell was not only like fig and raw hamburger meat, but also like ammonia, rotten bell peppers, dead earwigs, and water chestnuts.

 I sniffed the air for a few minutes so that I could guess what the smell could possibly be coming from, but it eventually became too potent and I couldn’t take much more of it. I went into my apartment and cleaned the place again until everything smelled like lemony chemicals.
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In the morning I stretched some canvas and started on my first painting. I didn’t know what to paint. The point of my practice was to develop a signature style. I had four years to blossom into a unique and worthwhile artist or else the GO would dump me. I really enjoyed doing abstract work, but they told me the style of abstract I was doing was nothing new. I had to come up with something completely different than anything I had ever done before. Something ground-breaking. Something bold.

 I painted a cat.
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There was a knock at the door and Luci entered. The door had been locked but she was able to get in anyway.

 She said do you have any more of that wine, Lincoln?

 It’s nine in the morning I said. 

 So she said. 

 I said don’t you have to go to work? 

 She said no. 

 I said I don’t have anymore wine. 

 She said oh and turned to leave the room. 

 I have beer I said. 

 Okay she said.

 She came into the room and shut the door. She went into my icebox and took out a PBR. Then she plopped down on my bed and watched me while she drank.

 She said what are you doing?

 My job I said. 

 What’s your job? 

 I’m a painter.

 Painter? 

 Well, a painter in training I said. 

 Oh she said. 

 I’m a citizen of the Georges Organization I said. 

 She said what’s that?

 I said it’s a nonprofit organization that creates artists. They raise us in a creative environment and train us to become painters, actors, musicians, dancers, writers, stuff like that.

 Why do they do that? 

 To enrich humanity I guess. 

 She said but they don’t make money?

 The artists that they raise go off into the world and make their livings selling their crafts. The organization gets a percentage of what the artists earn. They usually assist in this process. They have connections with galleries and music companies. The more talented you are the more they help you sell your work.

 She said are you talented? 

 Not really I said. 

 Why?

 I’m not a Sight. All the best artists are Sights. Just like all the best culinary artists are Tastes and all the best musicians are Sounds and all the best dancers are Feels. I’m just a Smell. We don’t have a specialty in the arts. The only reason I chose to be a painter was because I always liked the smell of paints when I was younger.

 Luci said I’m a sight maybe I can help. 

 She stood up from the bed and went around my back. 

 It’s a cat she said. 

 Yeah I said. 

 Kind of boring she said. 

 Yeah I said. 

 You’re not very talented she said. 

 Yeah I said.
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I decided to take a break from painting and have a beer with Luci. She didn’t smell as bad as she did yesterday. She must have finally taken a bath. Maybe her sweat was just dry. Maybe the smell of the paint in the room was overpowering the body odor.

 I sniffed close to her when she wasn’t looking. She was definitely smelling better. The paint smell was strong but not strong enough to block any other scents. It didn’t even block the fig and raw hamburger aroma that came through the brick wall.

 I said what’s with the person next door? 

 Luci drank her beer at me. 

 There’s a horrible odor coming from that apartment I said.

 We don’t talk about it she said. 

 I said don’t talk about what? 

 She drank her beer with nervous eyes. 

 That’s where the Egg Man lives she said. 

 I said the what? 

 She said thanks for the beer. 

 Then she left.
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After a PBR and a can of stew, I got back to work. I painted a distorted black and gray cityscape. It was pathetic. I liked painting non-objective abstracts. I liked swirling paint together and smelling it on my brush. I didn’t like painting cats and landscapes. I drank another beer and thought about what I could do that was different from everything else out there. I was beginning to believe that creating something truly unique was impossible because everything has already been done.

 My teachers always said that only a failed artist would ever believe that it’s impossible to create something truly unique because everything has already been done. They said that this is just an excuse that unimaginative artists give themselves so that they don’t have to try so hard to be original.

 I drank the rest of the beers, hoping that the alcohol would be inspirational. It wasn’t.




[image: Missing image file]



I decided to go out for some more beer but as soon as I opened the door to my apartment a short man came flying through the doorway and head-butted me with a leather helmet.

 I fell to the ground. The helmet had split the skin on my forehead and I was bleeding a bit.

 Oh sorry about that said the man.

 He was holding an axe.

 I said what the fuck?

 He said are you okay?

 Put the axe down I said.

 Sorry said the man.

 He put the axe down and took off his helmet. He had a round face, shaggy brown hair, thin black eyes, and a tiny mustache.

 I held my wound and said what the fuck were you doing? Why do you feel the need to ram your head into doors?

 I just do that to keep people on their toes said the man.

 Why?

 The man said people don’t know what’s out there. We live in a dangerous world. Their companies aren’t always going to protect them. They need to know how to survive on their own.

 I said and you’re teaching them how to survive by hitting their doors with your head?

 He said no I’m just keeping them on their toes. Staying on your toes is the first key to survival.

 It’s annoying I said. 

 It’s worth getting annoyed when survival is at stake. 

 Annoy the wrong person and they’ll kill you I said. 

 He said nobody would kill me. They need me. 

 I said why’s that? 

 Let me show you he said.
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The man, whose name turned out to be Squik, took me down the hall to his room. His apartment was much larger than mine. It was still one giant room but it was big enough for him to put up draperies that gave the illusion of walls.

 I’ll give you a free sample said Squik.

 I said okay.

 It’s the least I could do after hitting you in the face said Squik.

 He gave me a free sample. It was a little vial with two ounces of a tan fluid.

 I said what is it?

 The Squik Special. It’ll blow your mind.

 Maybe later I said, putting it into my pocket.

 He said I’ve got a good little business going here, selling this stuff to the people in the neighborhood. I don’t need a company to survive. I’m my own company. I’ve even got an apprentice.

 I said apprentice?

 Gordi he said.

 From behind one of the curtains a five year old boy came out. He was wearing baggy adult-sized clothes and had a dirty expressionless face.

 Squik said I found him in an alley and took him in just like the corporations do. He’s a tough one. He was fifteen months old when I found him. Can you believe that he survived fifteen months out there on the streets?

 I said it used to happen all the time. Centuries ago, before there were companies and organizations that raised our young, people had to survive all on their own.

 Squik said exactly, it was the survival of the fittest. We weren’t meant to be controlled by corporations. We were meant to be independent. Every man for himself.

 I said yet you are taking care of a kid?

 Squik said we help each other. He’s a tough kid. He’d make it without me no problem. We’re more like business partners.

 The kid smiled with gritty blue teeth. He smelled like battery acid and sesame oil.

 I tried to leave the apartment but Squik ran in front of me.

 He said want a beer? 

 I said umm... 

 He gave me a beer.
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I got stuck talking with Squik for over two hours. He rambled on about conspiracies and read his manifesto for how he could make the world a better place by tearing down the whole of civilization. He told me that he was a Sound. I hate stereotyping,but Luci was right. Sounds are paranoid.

 I said do you know Luci?

 Squik said stay away from her. She’s a leech.

 I said what’s a leech?

 She doesn’t belong to a company anymore and she’s not an independent like myself. She survives by leeching off of other people. She gets people to pay her rent, buy her things, give her money. She’s worthless. Stay away from her.

 I thought she was OSM I said.

 He said yeah right. She couldn’t work at the steel mill, even at the most basic position they’ve got. She was disenfranchised when she was thirteen. She doesn’t know what a hard day’s work is like.

 She’s always dirty and sweaty I said. 

 She’s too lazy to take care of herself Squik said. 

 I said is she seeing anybody? 

 He said do you like her?

 No I said. She’s the grossest woman I’ve ever met. 

 Good he said. 

 But there’s something attractive about her I said. 

 Squik said have you been listening? Stay away from her.

 Okay I said. 

 Whatever you do don’t sleep with her Squik said. 

 I wasn’t planning on it. 

 She’s a no good leech he said.
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I decided to take Squik’s advice and avoid Luci for a while. I had to go in front of the GO review board in a few days and present what I had been working on during the week. I heard the review board was tough. They didn’t care about hurting your feelings. They told you exactly how terrible they thought your work was without an ounce of pity. They were the harshest critics I’d likely ever encounter. If I brought them paintings of cats and landscapes they were going to skin me alive, so I spent the next couple of days focusing on originality.

 I painted a tree that grew fruit shaped like pigs with human faces. It might have worked but the colors were all wrong. It was too rushed.

 Then I painted a severed head that had factory machines draining out of the neck like blood. It didn’t look too bad, but it didn’t mean anything. If I had a message behind the drawing I might have liked it, but it’s just a severed head with machinery. Perhaps I could pretend it’s a statement on the cut-throat nature of the industrial world, but I didn’t really know all that much about the industrial world. It didn’t mean anything to me. I felt nothing for this painting. Still, it was the best one so far. At least the paintings were getting better.
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Back when I was in school I had an instructor who said that if you don’t know what to paint you should find inspiration from your memories. All I had to do was find a memory that stood out as something unforgettable. The more recent the memory the better. All I had to do was freeze that memory into a still frame and paint the image in my head onto the canvas.

 The most recent memory that comes to mind was when I first arrived at the Henry Building and stepped into the half-dead fetus fly that was being eaten by ants. I wondered if that would make a good painting. I imagined what it would look like on canvas. A boot crushing a half dead fetus fly that was covered in ants. It was the best idea I had going, so I decided to go with that one.
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I began the painting that night. I used pencil first. Normally I didn’t outline the sketch first, but this was a little more complicated of a painting than I was used to doing. I decided to use a business executive’s dress shoe instead of a steel-toed boot. That would probably have more impact on people.

 While I was sketching, there was a gurgling noise coming from the west wall. A rumbling sound. It was the Egg Man.

 I said what the hell is an egg man? 

 There was nobody around to answer.

 The wall vibrated at me. The smell of fig and raw hamburger meat filled the room. I pressed my ear against the brick and listened. There was bubbling and gurgling noises. It was like I was listening to a giant stomach. The walls of the apartment were digesting the occupant within. There was a moan. It sounded like a dying elephant. Whatever was going on behind that wall wasn’t natural. Whatever the Egg Man was, he wasn’t human.
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I finished the painting but I wasn’t yet satisfied with it. The composition was perfect, the colors were fine, the subject was great, but something was missing.

 I needed another set of eyes to help me figure it out. The only people I knew in the apartment was Luci and Squik. I told Squik I wouldn’t talk to Luci anymore, but Luci would be perfect because she was a Sight. Squik was only a Sound and he would have probably talked my ear off for hours if I invited him over. I decided not to go to Squik.
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I went across the hall and knocked on Luci’s door.

 Come in she said.

 I went in.

 The smells of her apartment were potent. Before I even saw anything, I could smell month-old dirty dishes, year-old dirty laundry, body odor, ash trays, mold, mildew, sour milk, vomit, and old beer. The apartment was identical to mine but there wasn’t any furniture. She had a mattress on the floor. A toilet. A sink. That was about it. She had clothes everywhere and her floor was covered in dozens of different colored stains.

 Luci was topless. She was washing her white tank top with a bar of soap in her kitchen sink. The sink was filled with dirty dishes, so I wasn’t sure if her shirt was getting cleaner or more disgusting.

 I stood just inside of the room, watching the dim lighting glisten off the sweat on her creamy cocoa-colored back. She turned and looked at me. I could see the side of her breast, but not the nipple.

 Oh it’s you she said.

 She turned around and put on her wet shirt. She didn’t seem to mind exposing her bare chest. I tried not to let on that I had seen her breasts so I quickly looked to the side and noticed she had a tub in her room. It was an old metal tub, basically just a big bucket that had to be filled and emptied by hand.

 You have a tub I said. 

 Yeah she said. 

 I don’t have a tub I said. 

 You can use it if you need to she said. 

 Maybe I said. 

 She said is that why you came over?

 I said no I wanted your help with something. Can you give me your opinion on the painting I’m working on?

 Sure she said.
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I showed her the painting of the half-dead fetus fly.

 I said what do you think?

 She said I don’t like it. 

 I wasn’t expecting such honesty.

 It’s too 2-dimensional she said. It doesn’t have any depth or the right texture.

 I said depth?

 Examining it for a moment, I said I see what you mean.

 It needs to pop she said.

 Her fingers snapped out of her fist at me when she said pop.

 Thanks I said. I think this helps, if I can figure out how to make it pop.

 She said no problem.

 I stared at the painting for a while, considering what I could do to add texture and depth to the image.

 She said want to fuck now?
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I stepped away. Remembering Squik’s warning, I had to figure out a way to reject her without hurting her feelings.

 She took off her shirt and grabbed me by the neck. Then sucked my tongue between her fat glossy lips and swallowed my saliva. Her tongue tasted like clove, but the smell of her sweat and dirty ratty hair overpowered my sense of taste. After I couldn’t take the smell anymore, I pushed her away. She giggled and looked at me as if she knew exactly why I pushed her away. She came towards me and I held her shoulders back. She smiled at me, like I was just being flirtatious.

 She pulled my shirt off and gasped in excitement when she noticed the wings on my back.

 She said you still have your wings? 

 Yeah I said. 

 She said that’s so cute!

 I felt her fingers caressing my wings behind me.

 I said the GO doesn’t cut our wings off while we’re still fetus flies like most of the corporations do.

 She said do they work?

 I flapped my wings for her. She giggled.

 She said can you fly with them?

 I said not really. If I took all of my clothes off and lost a few pounds I could get about ten feet off the ground for a couple minutes. That’s about all.

 They’re neat she said. 

 They’re a pain I said.

 She said I’m definitely going to have to fuck you now. I’ve never had anyone with wings before.
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I didn’t know what else to do. I wanted to push her away, but she was too aggressive. And even though she was so dirty and smelled terrible, she was still incredibly attractive.

 Let’s take a bath first I said. 

 No she said. 

 Come on I said.

 She laughed. She took off her pants and then pulled down mine.

 It gets me hot when you smell me she said. 

 You smell like body odor I said. 

 I know she said.

 She rubbed her moist body against mine, saturating me with her smell. She took sweat from her armpit and wiped it under my nose.

 Body odor is an aphrodisiac she said. 

 I cringed at her and wiped my nose. 

 The scent of our sweat is designed to attract the opposite sex she said.

 She licked sweat from my chest. I wasn’t sure if it was mine, hers, or a mixture of both.

 You’re a Smell so it effects you intensely she said.

 I shook my head at her.

 She said you might think the odor is unpleasant, but the chemicals inside of your head are going wild right now. Your nose is repulsed by me but the rest of you is drawn to me. Now that I have my scent on you your body is aching for me. She wiped her hand down my chest and grabbed onto my penis. It was already hard. I hadn’t noticed until she seized it.

 As we fucked on my tiny bed, she forced me to smell her. She buried my nose in her armpit and ordered me to lick it. I was getting sick and wanted to stop, but my erection compelled me to bear with it. Every part of her body reeked of old sweat. Even her breasts. I tried to kiss her so that the taste of her smoky clove saliva would dull my sense of smell, but she wouldn’t let me. She didn’t want me to do anything but smell her as she fucked me.

 She bit one of my wings and I cried out. She liked to hear me cry so she tugged on it with her teeth until I cried again.

 When she came she wrapped her body tightly around mine and scrunched one of my wings in her hand. I shrieked and grabbed her wrist with all of my strength, cutting her skin open with my fingernails. She liked it, though, and wouldn’t loosen her grasp on the wing.

 After she was done she caressed my wing and flattened it back into its original shape. She blew on it and fucked me gently as I came inside of her.
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I could smell my semen inside of her as we lay together. If she was fertile then every single one of my sperm would grow inside of her, and her womb would mutate them into fetus flies that were a combination of our DNA.

 I said what was it like to give birth the other day? 

 She said it was like taking a weird dump.

 I said were you scared the first time you gave birth? 

 She said it was actually fun giving birth back then.

 She said when I was a teenager, my girlfriends and I used to play birthing games. We used to put fly paper up on the wall and spread our legs around it. Once we’d given birth and released the swarm, a lot of them would get stuck to the fly paper. We made a bet to see who could stick the most fetus flies to their fly paper within a year’s time. I won a couple times.

 That’s pretty cruel I said. 

 Big deal she said.

 She said we also used to give birth over camp fires so the fetus flies would ignite in midair. I also had a friend who would release her fetus flies into an aquarium of frogs. She liked to watch the frogs catch her tiny babies with their long sticky tongues and slurp them down one by one.

 That’s terrible I said.

 She said we were kids. That’s what little girls do.

 I never heard of any of that before I said.

 It’s just for fun she said. 

 I said are you going to do that with our babies?

 She said what are you talking about? Do you think I’m going to have your babies now or something?

 I shrugged.

 She said you’ve never had sex before. 

 So I said. 

 She said how old are you? 

 Nineteen I said.

 You’re just a baby she said. 

 How old are you? 

 Thirty-one she said. 

 I thought you were more like twenty-one I said. 

 No, thirty-one.

 Huh I said. 

 No wonder why you’re so sexually passive she said.
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Luci fell asleep on me. I couldn’t sleep because I was saturated in her smell. I smelled like her now. Our smells had combined into one. The bed was too small for us to sleep side by side so she slept on top of me. My wings were being crushed behind my back.

 The west wall rumbled and gurgled. The vibration startled Luci and woke her up. She looked nervously at the wall. It sloshed and thundered at her.

 She rolled over me and fell onto the floor. Without saying a word she sprinted out of my apartment naked and went back to hers. The rumbling sounds subsided after she left.
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I had only one day left before I had to go in front of the review board. I needed to figure out a way to add depth to the painting. I tried adding contrast by putting very light colors against very dark colors but it didn’t seem to help. I had to go outside and see if I could find a dead fetus fly somewhere for reference and inspiration.

 On the steps in front of the Henry Building I discovered the football-sized fetus fly that I had stepped into was still there. It was dead and had been brushed off of the steps into the dirt. It was dried out and looked hollow inside. Ants were no longer interested in it.

 I picked up the dead fetus fly with a McDonald’s burger wrapper that was crumpled up on the side of the road. Then I brought it up to my apartment. It still smelled. Though I didn’t want its smell in my room, I was desperate enough to put up with it. I was already putting up with the leftovers of Luci’s stink, so it didn’t bother me as much as it normally would have.




[image: Missing image file]



Propping the dead fetus fly up like a still life, I went back to painting. After an hour, I screamed at the canvas. I still couldn’t get the depth right. It needed texture, but capturing the texture of the fetus fly was difficult. I’ve never tried to paint rotted flesh before.

 Out of frustration I slammed my brush into the fetus fly over and over again. Its tiny body crumbled and broke apart on the table. I calmed myself and went back to painting. Bits of dead fetus skin were still on the brush and got inside of the picture.

 I said hmmm...

 Incorporating real dead flesh in with the paint actually seemed to give the painting an interesting texture. I crushed the fetus fly up into crumbs and mixed it with my paint. I painted a new fetus fly over the one in the picture. When I was finished, the image startled me. It seemed to jump off of the canvas at me. It looked like a real dead thing and it smelled like one too. I believed this one was good enough to show the review board, even if the others were not. Though none of my paintings were brilliant, they did show how much I had progressed from one painting to the next. It was only the first week of my practice. If they didn’t like what I had created they would at least see a smidgen of potential.
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The next day I asked Luci if she could help me carry my paintings to the streetcar. I didn’t have a portfolio case yet so transporting my artwork was a real hassle.

 She said sure.

 As we walked, she giggled and called me a bug.

 They are like dragonfly wings she said about my wings.

 You had them too I said.

 She said but I got them removed like normal people do.

 I knew she was only being flirtatious. She smiled and admired my fetus fly painting while we walked.

 It turned out pretty good she said.

 Squik was totally wrong about Luci. She didn’t seem like a leech at all. She was a nice girl, under her dirt and stink.
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I said why did you leave my room the other night?

 She said your bed is crap.

 I said you heard my wall rumbling. It was like you got scared of the Egg Man.

 So she said. 

 I said what is the Egg Man? 

 I don’t know she said. 

 She paused for a moment. 

 I only know the stories she said. 

 What stories?

 They say he’s like the boogeyman. He’s a hideous monster of a man who has been living in room 314 ever since the Henry Building was first built. They say he never leaves his apartment because he’s too large. They had to build the walls around him. He survives by eating children and dogs. His lungs are so powerful that he can suck a child playing in the street up into the air, through his window, and then he swallows them whole.

 I said like feeding fetus flies to a frog.

 She said I don’t know anyone who has actually seen the Egg Man. The stories have been passed through the building for years. Some people say that nobody lives in apartment 314. They think that the Egg Man is some kind of ghost. Everyone hears noises inside of the apartment. Everyone can smell something coming from behind the door. But nobody has entered or left that apartment in years. Something unnatural is inside of there and I don’t like being anywhere near it.
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After Luci dropped me off at the corner, she said you can return the favor another time.

 I said okay.

 I didn’t know whether to hug her goodbye, kiss her goodbye, or shake her hand. Before I could make a decision, she turned around walked away without bothering with a goodbye.

 The streetcar took an extra long time getting there. It was supposed to be the most reliable form of public transportation, but not on that day. While I was waiting, I witnessed a man and a woman, both in red jumpsuits, get gunned down in the middle of the street. The shooters were five men in gray OSM uniforms. They fled from the scene of the crime in my direction, nearly knocking me over as they ran.

 For some reason, I wasn’t worried about getting shot. I was more worried about them damaging my paintings. I shielded them with my body, but the murderers still knocked one of them out of my arms by accident. It was the painting of the cat, which fell face-first onto the pavement with a loud smack. I picked it up. The bottom edge of the canvas was dented but it was fine. Of all the paintings, it was the only one I would have been okay with losing.

 Nobody did anything about the dead couple in the red uniforms. Their bodies remained where they were, leaking blood onto the sidewalk. By the end of the day, their bodies would still be there, but their blood would be tracked up and down the street as passersby casually stepped through it without taking much notice.

 It might take days, but eventually a company will claim the bodies of their dead citizens and bury them in the company graveyard (if burying is their company’s policy on death).




[image: Missing image file]



I arrived at the GO complex a little behind schedule. The review board was known to be extremely pissy about tardiness. People always used to say that getting to the review board for your weekly meeting on time was more important than bringing a decent painting.

 I had to run from the streetcar through the black dirt park in front of the GO complex, trying to hold my five paintings together. The pig tree painting slipped out of my hand and landed in the dirt. I grabbed it and continued on, but didn’t have enough time to wipe it off.

 I went up to the seventh floor of the education building, which was one of the few floors I had never been on. There were three board members waiting impatiently at a table. There were five seats behind the table, but two of them didn’t bother to show up. I wasn’t a high prospect so they probably didn’t need many board members there. One of them was an old man with a droopy chin. One of them was a stocky man with a full beard. One of them was a middle-aged woman with short red hair, a gray business suit, and eyebrows that touched the top of her forehead.

 The old man saw me and pointed at the empty chair that was facing them on the other side of the table.

 We don’t have all day said the woman in an obnoxiously loud tone.

 I rushed towards the chair.

 Over here said the bearded man with a gruff voice, waving me towards him. He sat in the middle of the table, so he must have been the one with the most authority.

 I realized he wanted my paintings. I just realized that they were sloppily smashed together. Running across the lot probably damaged some of them.

 The woman said well these aren’t going to be very good if the artist doesn’t even like them enough to take care of them.

 I handed them to the bearded man. He seemed bored. He spread the paintings out across their table. The three board members glanced across the table with little interest.

 The old man looked through my file. He said you’re not a Sight, are you?

 No I said.

 Figures said the woman.

 I’m a Smell I said.

 A lot of the older people in the art community believed that only Sights could be great artists. I really wished the fact that I was a Smell hadn’t come up.

 They examined the paintings carefully.

 The woman said crap . . . crap . . . crap . . . as she looked through the paintings.

 The bearded man laughed out loud twice.

 You like cats I see said the woman, in an obviously condescending tone.

 Yeah I said.

 I have two cats said the woman. I used to paint cats all the time...as a child.

 That painting was just for warm up, to break in my new paint brushes I said.

 She said if it was just a practice painting then why did you bother bringing it to us? Don’t waste our time with nonsense. We only want to see your best.

 The bearded man was done looking at my paintings and closed his eyes. His arms folded across his chest.

 The woman said are all of these practice paintings? They all look like practice if you ask me.

 She held up my fetus fly painting and said was this supposed to be a serious work of art?

 She put it down and held up the pig tree painting.

 She said or how about this one? Was this dirt brushed across the surface of the painting for artistic effect or did you drop it on the ground on your way here?

 There was a ball in the back of my throat. I wanted to defend my work but I feared that if I tried to speak I would instead cry.




The old man pointed at the paintings the old woman had and they swapped the arrangement of them so that she could see the ones that were on the old man’s side of the table.

 She gave the last two paintings two seconds before she developed an opinion of them.

 She said how long did it take you to paint these two? Ten minutes?

 The woman stared at me as if she really wanted a reply.

 I just shrugged at her because I didn’t know what else to do.

 She said are you satisfied with any of these? Which one do you think is the best?

 I took a deep breath before I spoke so that my voice wouldn’t crack.

 The fetus fly one I said.

 The old man raised it over his head and said this one?

 I nodded.

 The old man said what is it called?

 I didn’t have a title for it so I made one up.

 Work Day I said.

 The old man said softly can you explain it for us?

 I said it’s a picture of a business man crushing a pathetic dying fetus fly under his shoe on his way to the office.

 The woman said but what’s it mean?

 I said it’s a statement about the self-centeredness of Man. The weakest and most helpless of us are crushed by the rich and powerful on a day to day basis. It is about the hopelessness of survival in a world where the powerful don’t care for those they crush under foot.

 Oh wonderful said the woman in an energetic burst of sarcasm.

 I knew that what I had said was a bunch of improvised bullshit but the woman’s snobbish tone was really getting under my skin.

 Well...said the old man.

 He was still examining the fetus fly painting.

 The old man said the explanation isn’t any good . . . the composition isn’t any good . . . the colors are weak . . . the concept isn’t anything new . . . but . . .

 He paused for a moment.

 But there is something really powerful here said the old man.

 The woman laughed out loud.

 I couldn’t tell if the old man was being sarcastic or not.

 It’s the smell of it said the old man. 

 The woman said the smell?

 The old man said he’s not a Sight. He’s not good with his eyes. He’s a Smell, so he painted with his nose instead.

 That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard said the woman.

 The bearded man opened his eyes and took a sniff at the painting.

 The old man said I want to get Koonce in here. He’s a Smell. I’d like a Smell to analyze this.

 Koonce isn’t on this board said the woman.

 Koonce has been on the committee for nearly thirty-five years said the old man. I trust his opinion more than most review board members, especially with a painting that involves smell.

 I finally started to believe that the old man was being serious. He actually saw a glimmer of hope for my work. Not because of the look of my painting, but because of the smell of it.
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Ten minutes later a man with a small head, a white goatee, and large gray teeth stepped into the review chamber.

 The old man showed Koonce my painting. The goateed man examined it and sniffed at it. He rubbed his chin.

 It’s actually quite impressive said Koonce. It’s perhaps the most disturbing painting I’ve ever seen. Visually, it’s simple and lacks power but the smell overwhelms me. You can almost sense the frustration in the tiny creature’s mind as it rots alive. A Sight probably wouldn’t care for this piece much, but I bet there’d be a big market for this out there for Smells.

 The woman said Smells don’t buy art. Smells don’t know how to appreciate art.

 I’m sure Smells could appreciate artwork that they could smell said Koonce.

 The bearded man looked very interested in the painting after Koonce had given his opinion.

 The bearded man looked up at me and said can you do another one?

 Yes I said.

 Bring us one more next week said the bearded man. We’re out of time so we’ll discuss this further at a later date.

 The old man said just focus on one painting. Give us something with passion. Put your soul into it.

 Give us something that Smells would be interested in said the bearded man.

 The woman said and next time if you don’t have an explanation for a piece don’t make something up on the spot. No explanation is always better than a feeble one.
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When I got home I was in the mood to celebrate. My success with the review board was a complete fluke, but it went over superbly nonetheless.

 I knocked on Luci’s door with a couple of bottles of rice wine. She didn’t answer. I knocked again.

 I said where the heck could she be?

 I thought she never went anywhere or did anything. 

 Then I went down the hall to Squik’s apartment and decided to celebrate with him.




[image: Missing image file]



Squik said congratulations and took a swig of my rice wine. 

 Thanks I said with rice wine in my mouth. 

 He said so how did you like the Squik Special? 

 I said oh I haven’t had time to try it yet.

 Squik said I gave you a free sample you have to try it.

 Okay I said.

 Gordi was mixing a vat of Squik’s special in the corner. His shirt was off, revealing dozens of horrible scars. It looked as if he got them a long time ago, when he was a fetus fly. Or maybe they were more recent. There were sticks of flesh on his back where his wings used to be. Whoever cut them off didn’t do a very good job of it. I first guessed that Squik was the one who had cut them off, but on closer inspection it looked more like Gordi had done the job himself.

 I said have you seen Luci?

 He said you haven’t been hanging out with Luci have you?

 I said kinda. 

 He said damn, don’t be an idiot, man. 

 I shrugged. 

 He said you didn’t fuck her did you? 

 I shrugged.

 He said you did, didn’t you? Man, you have no idea what you’ve done. She’s a leech. She fucks guys just so she can sink her fangs into them. If you keep fucking her she will bleed you dry.

 I said she’s not like that.

 He said she’s an expert leech. She’s known how to survive as a leech since she was thirteen.

 I said I don’t know, she’s gross but I kind of like her. 

 He said what, do you think you’re going to be her boyfriend?

 I shrugged.

 He said she probably has a dozen boyfriends in this apartment alone. One of them from upstairs thinks he owns her and goes after any guy that she fucks. He’s OSM. You don’t want him on your bad side. If one OSM sees you as an enemy all of the OSMs will.

 I said I don’t want to be her boyfriend.

 He said but you’re going to fuck her again, huh?

 I said I don’t get a lot of sex. A leech girl is better than no one.

 He said you can fuck any other girl you want. 

 I said I’m not very lucky with women. 

 He said how many have you slept with? 

 I shrugged. 

 He said you weren’t a virgin when you fucked her were you? 

 I didn’t know how to lie to him. 

 He said oh fuck, really, fuck? 

 I took a long swig of the wine. 

 He said you didn’t tell her you were a virgin did you?

 Yeah I said.

 He said damn, you’re doomed, man. You’re doomed. She will enslave you with her pussy. Then she will bleed you dry. She’s an expert leech. She knows when she’s found a fat juicy prey that’s easy to milk.

 I’m not an idiot I said.

 He said you’ll sure feel like one after she’s done with you.
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I asked Squik about the Egg Man. I told him the stories Luci had told me.

 I said are they true? 

 Heck no he said. 

 Fucking dumb bitch Squik said. 

 I said then what’s in apartment 314.

 Squik said Ralph lives there. He’s one of those egg heads.

 I said what are egg heads?

 Squik said egg head is actually a slur. You don’t want to call him the Egg Man to his face. It’ll piss him off.

 He took a swig of wine.

 He said egg heads have these massive brains that can get up to ten times or twenty times the weight of their actual body. Some egg heads have rods and pulleys rigged up to hold their head in the air. Most of them have heads so large that they can’t even leave their apartment, like Ralph.

 He said they are disgusting, but perfectly harmless.

 I said are they mutants or something? 

 Squik said they aren’t born with mega-brains. Their company implants the mega-brain into them.

 I said for what purpose?

 He said the mega-brains store company information. They don’t need to keep paper records anymore, they can just download their records into an egg head’s brain.

 I said what happens if the egg head dies?

 He said many egg heads are hooked up to machines that manage their health. The machines will keep them alive for fifty years longer than an average human. If the human dies the machines are still able to save the brain and preserve it until the information can be passed on to a new host.

 I said how do you know all of this?

 He said I’m a Sound. I’m in the know.

 I didn’t know what being a Sound had to do with it.

 He said besides, egg heads are all over the place. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of them before. I always used to see them walking around the streets with their enormous 15-foot brains hovering above them.

 I said they can carry something that big?

 He said yeah, I remember the brains were always sopping with sweat and smelled terrible. Fetus flies would get stuck to the sides of their heads. Spiders would build webs in the folds of the brain.

 I said who the hell would ever want to go through that?

 He said some people get implanted as kids and their company doesn’t give them a choice. Others are paid a considerable amount of money.

 I said there’s no amount of money anyone could pay me to go through that all my life.
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I listened to the gurgling and bubbling noises coming through the wall as I slept that night, imagining what the Egg Man looked like in his apartment next door. His brain was so big that he couldn’t ever leave his apartment. His life must have been a living hell.

 I wondered what painting I should do next. It had to be something powerful. Something much better than the dead fetus fly. Thinking back to my recent memories, only one image stuck out in my mind: Luci giving birth in the street.

 That might work I said. 

 A painting of a dirty impoverished woman giving birth in the street could make a strong image. Incorporating the smells of that scene would make it even stronger.

 I hoped to get started on it right away.
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I went to Luci’s to tell her about how I wanted to paint a picture of when she gave birth.

 She wanted me to buy some drugs from Squik so that we could fuck while tripping.

 I told her I already had a free sample.

 We did Squik’s Special and then she fucked me in a pile of dirty clothes.

 The drug made me smell colors and textures.

 I smelled Luci’s colors and textures as she fucked me.

 The light brown color of her skin smelled like apricots.

 The texture of her hair smelled like grape leaves.

 The plumpness of her breasts smelled like powdered wood.

 After we came, we enjoyed the drug until it faded away.

 I said I’d like you to pose for me.

 She twirled her pubic hair with an index finger. 

 I’ll pay you I said.
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She was happy to pose for me, for money. 

 She said will I be naked?

 I said it should be like how it was that day. 

 She said I don’t remember. 

 You didn’t have any pants on I said. 

 She took off her pants.

 I planned to paint the street and the fetus flies later. It was important to get down Luci’s form while she was willing to be a model.

 I painted Luci in a squatting position, the way she was when she gave birth. Her belly wasn’t swollen anymore so I asked her to push it out as far as she could.

 With the edge of a ruler, I scraped globs of Luci’s sweat from her thighs and mixed it with the paint.

 Then I mixed the sweat on her back into another paint. I used the sweat on her face to paint her face. I used the sweat on her arms to paint her arms. I had her spit onto my brush to give a clove flavor to her lips. I collected samples of her armpit smell, her feet smell, her crotch smell.

 She said you have to get my ass sweat too.

 I wiped up a gobbet of slime from her ass crack to paint her asshole. Her asshole wasn’t really showing in the picture but I decided to humor her by putting a little sliver of ass sweat along the rim of her painting’s butt cheek.

 Getting the smell of her shirt and hair weren’t as easy. I had to water them down and then wring them out into cups. The water diluted the smells, but it was the best I could do.
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It took a couple of days of painting and repainting, but eventually I got Luci perfect.

 When the paint was dry, I followed the image of her body with my nose. A slight smell of the paint was in the background, but otherwise her scent was perfect. The visual representation of her might not have been perfect, but the smell of it was like Luci was standing right there in the room with me.

 The only problem was that it didn’t smell the same as when she was actually giving birth. I had to figure out a way to recapture that flavor.






  






[image: Missing image file]








  






[image: Missing image file]



One night, a large man with a shaved head and gray skin slammed open my door.

 At first I thought it was Squik, but when I saw the OSM uniform I realized who it was.

 He said I heard you’re fucking my bitch.

 He charged through the room and grabbed me by the shirt.

 She’s my bitch he said.

 Spit sprayed across my forehead.

 He said nobody fucks her but me.

 I prayed he didn’t discover Luci’s image in the painting behind him. If he saw it he probably would have smashed it.

 He threw me to the ground and kicked me in the stomach with his work boots.

 He said fuck her again and you’re dead.

 Then he left.
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Squik shook his head at me after I told him what had happened.

 He said I told you.

 I said what am I going to do?

 He said stop fucking Luci.

 I said it’s not that easy. She comes after me. I’ve never pursued her. Now I need her for my painting.

 He said you better watch out. OSM doesn’t have any laws against murdering people outside of the company.

 GO does I said.

 You need protection he said.

 Like what? 

 He gave me a hunting knife.

 He said your organization won’t protect you. Nobody in this world will help you but you. If he threatens you again you kill him before he kills you. You need to be a survivor. You need to be able to defend yourself.

 I said what if he has a gun? 

 Then you need to get a gun he said.
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I decided I would only see Luci while the OSMs were at work. She came over the next day and we got into the painting. I wanted to add another layer of Luci’s sweat. Instead of paint, I mixed the sweat into a finishing gloss.

 While I was collecting her smell there was a gurgling and rumbling sound at the west wall. Luci broke her pose and ran out of the room. I followed her across the hall into her apartment.

 I can’t do it anymore she said. 

 She was flustered. 

 Calm down I said. 

 I can’t handle hearing it anymore she said. 

 I said don’t worry, don’t worry.
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I sat her down on the bed. It was soggy for some reason and smelled of beer. I told her what Squik had told me about the Egg Man. It took her a while but her fear eventually subsided.

 She said really?

 I said yeah. 

 But how does he eat? Nobody brings him food. 

 I don’t know I said.
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After that, Luci’s fear turned into curiosity.

 We were up on the roof of the condemned building across the street. Luci was using her strong sense of sight to peer through the Egg Man’s window.

 I said see anything? 

 She said not yet.

 She was focusing her eyes and trying to make out what was beyond the sunlight that reflected against the window glass. 

 Fuuuuuck she said. 

 What? 

 I think something is moving in there she said. 

 What? 

 It’s big she said. 

 She laughed. 

 What? 

 There was a big smile on her face. 

 You were right she said. 

 She squinted her eyes. 

 He’s disgusting she said.

 I tried to see it with my own eyes but everything was a blur beyond the glass of the window.

 She said he’s fucking scary. 

 Then she ducked as if the creature had spotted her. 

 She giggled into my chest. 

 She said he is the grossest most deformed thing I have ever seen. 

 I said what does he look like?

 He is just a giant head. He has a dead bloated walrus for a head.

 She giggled more and raced down the ladder like she was embarrassed of what she had just done.
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Luci and I walked through the street.

 Massive spider webs like canopies stretched across the street from building to building overhead. There weren’t any spiders that I could see, but there were several dead fetus flies in them. We wondered if any of the fetus flies were Luci’s.

 I bought us sandwiches from the convenience store and we ate them in our laps on the sidewalk.

 After that, I collected smells for my painting and put them into plastic bags. I scraped powder off of the pavement and the street. I picked tiny dead fetus flies out of spider webs and windowsills. I collected rain water from a puddle to paint the atmosphere.

 I said what else was there? 

 Huh Luci said. 

 She screwed up her eyebrows in thought. 

 Paper towels she said.

 We went to the spot where Luci had given birth. The paper towels were still there on the side of the street.

 I said I didn’t actually paint in the paper towels though. I have you sitting with your bare butt against the sidewalk. It’s more poetic that way.

 Examining the paper towels, I noticed that Luci’s afterbirth was covering the package. It was a thick black goo that still looked a little moist even though it had been there for several days.

 You have to get some of that she said.

 She was right. It was exactly what I needed to make the smell of the painting complete.

 It’s perfect I said. 

 I collected some of the black goo into a baggy. 

 Luci said can you get me some more drugs from Squik?

 Sure I said.
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As we were getting back to the Henry Building we saw a bunch of OSM people crowded in the front.

 I said what are they doing back from the mill so early?

 She said I don’t know.

 I didn’t see the bald guy but if he saw me walking with Luci I was a dead man.

 I said I’ll go get the stuff from Squik and see you later.

 She said okay.

 I broke away from Luci and picked up the pace so that none of the OSM people thought I was with her.

 Then I went up the stairs to see Squik.
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Squik said did you hear what’s happening?

 No I said.

 He said war has broken out between OSM and MSM.

 I said MSM?

 He said it’s their rival steel company, which means this neighborhood is going to turn into a warzone. The mill is just a few blocks away from here and most of its workers live within a five block radius. The Henry Building is going to be a prime target.

 I said I thought the United Corporations was working to end bloodshed between rival companies.

 He said the UC is worth crap. 

 I said are we going to be safe?

 He said not at all. We’re going to be right in the middle of it. MSM is much stronger than OSM. They have been breeding their own army for the past twenty years and are now ready to make their move to dominate the steel industry. OSM will be slaughtered. We just have to make sure that we don’t go down with them.

 Fuck I said.

 He said we need to arm ourselves. I’ll get us some fire power. You got my back?

 Sure I said. 

 Then I’ll get you a gun he said.




[image: Missing image file]



I said hey can I buy some of your special?

 Oh yeah Squik said.

 He went to his lab and fixed me up with a vial. 

 He said Luci asked you to get it, didn’t she?

 Yeah I said. 

 Of course she did he said.
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I finished my painting. The fetus flies were smelling like fetus flies. The birth was smelling like a birth. Luci smelled like Luci. The street smelled like a street. The air smelled like the air.

 I got Luci from across the hall and asked for her opinion.

 She stared at it and sniffed it. 

 Beautiful she said. 

 I wasn’t sure if she was talking about my painting or her image within the painting.

 She said the smell of it seems like it is probably perfect. It’s visually stunning as well.

 I was so happy with it that I kissed Luci on the cheek. When I pulled my lips back I felt powdered dead skin cells coating my lips and nose.
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The west wall of my apartment rumbled and gurgled as we were tripping on Squik’s Special.

 I want to see what he looks like Luci said. 

 She pointed at the wall. 

 I said the Egg Man? 

 She nodded.

 I said I thought you already saw him. 

 She said I want to see him close up. 

 I said how? 

 She said let’s sneak into his place.

 I said now? 

 Yeah.

 I said we’re tripping. You really want to sneak in there and meet that freak in this state?

 She said yeah, it’ll be a rush. 

 I don’t want to I said.

 She said what are you afraid of? Even if he gets angry he won’t be able to chase us with that big head of his.

 I guess I said.
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Luci picked the lock on apartment 314 and opened the door. All she needed to pick the lock was a needle and a penny.

 When the door opened, a wave of fatty odor oozed into the hallway. I plugged my nose and Luci laughed at me. Inside, the room was like none of the other apartments. There were machines of black iron against the walls. There were tubes all over the floor and pipes stretching up to the ceiling. The pipes leaked a thin smoke that smelled of ammonia and water chestnuts.

 There was a large pulsating mass of gray flesh centering the apartment. It took up most of the room. It was the size of a whale or as Luci said, a walrus. It was the Egg Man’s head.

 His body was on the little bed. There were ropes and rods and straps holding the enormous head off of the ground.

 The man’s breath was loud and raspy. Large blue veins popped out of his skin. The whale of flesh was leaning against the wall that faced my apartment. There were gurgling sounds and rumbling vibrations coming from within his egg-shaped skull. His tiny yellow eyes rolled towards us.

 Come in if you must he said in a phlegm-clogged voice.

 We came in and shut the door.

 His mutant flesh twisted and pulsed within our tripping visions.

 I said I’m sorry we were just curious.

 Luci stepped closer. I didn’t want to get too close because of the smell.

 Luci said can I touch it? 

 Gently he said.

 Luci leaned over his body and placed her hand on his clammy throbbing brain.

 It’s so soft she said.

 Her breasts were shoved into the Egg Man’s face. Her body odor must have been overwhelming to him at that distance but he wasn’t grossed out. He seemed to like it.

 I said what’s it like, having the oversized brain?

 He said it’s hard to explain how it feels. It is like having another world inside of your head.

 I said isn’t it painful and boring lying here all day long?

 Luci continued feeling his brain as I spoke to him.




 The Egg Man said as I just told you, I have another world inside of my head. I spend most of my time within that world.

 Luci said what is the world like? 

 It is Heaven said the Egg Man. 

 Luci said what is Heaven?

 The Egg Man said I am not your usual mega-brain. I am employed by Heaven, INC. It is a company that sells the afterlife to the executive class.

 I said what do you mean?

 He said Heaven is the name of a virtual world that exists inside of mega-brains such as myself. Heaven, INC. promises life after death. If you are rich enough to afford it you can have your soul transferred into Heaven before your death. In Heaven, you can live forever within a virtual paradise. A paradise that exists inside of my brain.

 Luci put her ear to his brain and said there are souls inside of here?

 Hundreds of thousands of them said the Egg Man.

 A lot of companies had their own personal religions that they forced upon their workers. Some of these religions preached of an afterlife, a heaven. Most of these heavens were personalized and revolved around their company’s culture. The McDonald’s Heaven, for instance, was supposed to be a great playground in the sky where you would get to meet Ronald McDonald, Grimace, Mayor McCheese, and the fry guys. You could also eat as much McDonalds as you wanted and never gain a pound.

 The GO taught me that most of these company religions were designed to brainwash their workers and that the people at the top didn’t actually believe in any of it. The government of McDonald’s knew that Ronald McDonald was a fictional character.

 But the heaven inside of the Egg Man wasn’t fiction. It was technology. Heaven INC created a real afterlife that people could buy if they were privileged enough.

 Luci said can you interact with them in your brain? 

 I am like their god said the Egg Man.
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It was time to meet with the review board again. I asked Luci if I could use her bathtub. She said no because she had diarrhea, so I cleaned myself as best as I could in my sink.

 Outside of the Henry Building there were a bunch of OSMs smoking cigarettes and chatting. They didn’t seem to be worried about hanging out in public even though they were supposed to be at war with a rival company. I wondered if the rumor was true. Squik didn’t seem to be a reliable source of information.
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There were six people in the review chamber this time, but the bitchy red-haired woman wasn’t one of them.

 The bearded man and the old man introduced me to Mr. Yates, a Smell who was also a gallery owner, Mrs. Normil who was on the scholarship board, Mr. Shang who was one of the review board members who was absent at the last meeting, and Mr. Koonce who I had already met. I still didn’t know the names of the bearded man and the old man. They didn’t care to introduce themselves at the last meeting.

 I gave them my painting of Luci. 

 The old man said what is it called? 

 I haven’t titled it yet I said.

 I sat down in the chair and let the board examine the painting on their own. They conversed with each other about it. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I watched as the two Smells, Mr. Koonce and Mr. Yates, sniffed at the painting. They were appalled by the smells. Koonce looked like he was about to throw up. I wondered if I went a little overboard with Luci’s stink.

 After they were finished they took their seats and addressed me.

 This one is very impressive said the bearded man. You have especially attracted the attention of Mr. Yates.

 Mr. Yates said the smells are incredibly complex and powerful. There is a lot of emotion here. Not just in what you see but in what you smell.

 It is life at its most disgusting said the old man, smiling.

 I smiled back.

 The bearded man said Mr. Yates is very interested in your work. If the quality of your paintings does not diminish then you might just have a future as a top artist.

 The old man said Mr. Yates is already discussing the possibility of giving you a show once you have a strong body of work. He believes he can build a Smell clientele just for you.

 The bearded man said we’d like you to do another one over the next week. I still think you are too rough but Mr. Yates believes he can sell your style of work. So I am reluctant to say that you will now be on the list of high prospects. Congratulations, you are the first Smell to ever obtain this privilege. We will set you up with a larger apartment uptown and increase your grant by three hundred percent.

 I was in shock. This wasn’t what I was expecting to hear.

 Then I thought about it. 

 I said wait a minute. 

 They looked at me. 

 I can’t move out of the Henry Building I said. 

 The bearded man said why not?

 It’s where I get my inspiration I said.

 The bearded man said very well, you can live wherever you want.
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I’m not sure why I was hesitant to accept the offer of a nicer apartment. The Henry Building was a shit hole.

 I wondered: Was it because of Luci? Is she my inspiration? Or do I not want to move away because I’m falling in love with her?

 I thought about that as I took the streetcar home. I wasn’t sure if I even liked Luci but I also couldn’t handle the idea of moving away from her.
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When I got back to the Henry Building I broke open a bottle of rice wine and went across the hall to celebrate. I knocked on Luci’s door. She didn’t answer. I called her name. She wasn’t in there.

 I could smell her body odor in the hallway, so I sniffed the air to figure out where it led. There was a trail of her scent from her apartment to apartment 314, where the trail ended. I smelled the door to room 314. It smelled like fig, raw hamburger meat, and Luci.

 The scent was probably left over from when she went to meet the Egg Man the day before. Her scent had a way of lingering for days. I knew from experience.
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Drinking rice wine in my apartment, I pondered what the next week’s painting would be. There was a half-dead fetus fly and a woman giving birth to fetus flies.

 I thought maybe the next one should have something to do with Luci but also have something to do with fetus flies. It should have something to do with the human life cycle. I did the birth and death of fetus flies.

 I wanted to do something sexual and gritty.

 Using the memory method, I was able to figure out a decent idea. I would paint Luci and I making love in Luci’s scummy apartment. I could give Luci wings. There was something poetic and natural about the nude body with wings. People don’t like to think of themselves as grown up versions of fetus flies so they pretend like they weren’t supposed to have wings. We are winged creatures, though, even though we’ve forgotten how to fly.

 I thought if I do it right, the painting would be emotionally raw. It would be sexual, primal, filthy, and real. It would go well with my other two smell paintings and it would be a lot of fun painting Luci again.
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While I was contemplating the painting, I heard the gurgling/rumbling noises of the Egg Man next door as I often did. Then I heard a different noise coming from the wall. It was a thumping noise.

 I pressed my ear against the west wall and I heard moaning. I heard a woman shouting and whining. It sounded like Luci.
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I went to apartment 314 and opened the door. It was unlocked. Inside, I saw Luci on top of the Egg Man. She was naked, straddling his enormous egg-shaped brain. Her legs were around the Egg Man’s shoulders. His face was buried in her crotch. She was forcing the mutant to give her oral sex while she tongued his brain. Her body covered only a quarter of his head as she lay atop it. She rubbed her breasts and arms against him. His smells were mixing with her smells.

 Luci saw me in the doorway. She turned and stared at me. She licked the Egg Man’s brain at me seductively.

 I’m trying to suck out the souls she said.

 The Egg Man’s moans were muffled in Luci’s crotch. It was as if he was getting sexual pleasure from having Luci rub herself on his great blob of a head. I could only see his chin fat and a squirreling gray tongue beneath Luci’s ass.

 Luci just stared at me, rubbing her cheek into the brain like a squishy pillow.

 The sexual stimulation of the Egg Man’s brain seemed to be intensifying the odor in the room. I suddenly felt nauseous and tumbled out of the doorway. I ran back to my apartment and chugged rice wine to keep the vomit down.
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Luci came in a couple hours later and grabbed the rice wine from my hand. She took a swig and sat on my bed. She acted as if nothing had happened. She smelled like fig and raw hamburger meat.

 She said how’d they like your painting?

 I took my bottle back from Luci but the rim was covered in Egg Man juice so I put it off to the side.

 They loved it I said. 

 She said are you going to paint another one? 

 Yeah I said.

 You should paint me fucking the Egg Man she said. 

 A chill went up my spine. 

 That would be intense she said. 

 I said I don’t know.

 She said there’s something deeply sexual about those mega-brains. I want to know what it’s like to have one. Did you know that anyone could get an implant from Heaven INC if they pass the compatibility test?

 I plugged my nose at her.

 She said you have to have a special kind of brain for it to work. You have to have a strong imagination. I’m sure if we went in we’d both pass the test.

 I said you should get out of here. The OSM workers will get back here any minute.

 She said what are you scared of big bald Tony or something?

 He threatened to kill me I said.

 She said Tony’s a Feel so he’s a wimp. Hit him lightly in the stomach and he’ll run away crying.

 I still think you should go I said.

 No she said. 

 I said no?

 She said no. I’m not going to leave. You’re not going to kick me out.

 I clenched a fist. I wanted to pick her up and throw her smelly ass out of the room.

 I’ll see you tomorrow I said.

 She said maybe I have plans tomorrow. I want to stay here and discuss our next painting.

 Our next painting?

 I think you should paint me fucking the Egg Man she said.

 I said I kind of have another idea already. 

 She said fuck the other idea. 

 I don’t want to paint the Egg Man I said. 

 She said why not?

 I said because he’s disgusting. 

 She said then it will be a more powerful painting. 

 She came over to me. 

 She said if you don’t do what I want I’m going to fuck you with Egg Man juice all over me. 

 I pushed her away from me.

 She forced herself closer and pulled off my pants. 

 I don’t want to I said.

 She took off her clothes and pressed her body up against my face. She smelled of fig, raw hamburger meat, ammonia, rotten bell peppers, dead earwigs, and water chestnuts, all mixed together with menstrual blood. I didn’t notice it before but I could now tell that Luci was on her period. I could smell it. It was strong and overwhelming. I gagged at the thought of the Egg Man giving her oral sex while she was menstruating.

 She said I’m not going to stop until you do what I say.

 She slid me inside of her and then fucked me.

 The smell of the Egg Man and her period engulfed me, made me dizzy.

 I said okay I’ll do it just get the fuck away from me. 

 No, it’s too late she said. 

 And she continued fucking.
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The next morning, Luci posed for me on top of the Egg Man’s head. She had her crotch in the Egg Man’s face again. Her menstrual blood was trickling against his lips.

 He’s a Taste Luci said. 

 I cringed. 

 She said but he’s not a wimp like you.

 I watched as the Egg Man lapped up Luci’s blood. For a Taste, it should have been a living hell, but it was as if he was only giving her oral sex because he actually liked the taste of it.

 This is too obscene for me I said. 

 Just paint it Luci said. 

 I’m creating art not pornography I said. 

 Sex is art she said. 

 It can’t be trashy I said. 

 She said why the hell not?
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I spent the next few days painting Luci and the Egg Man. I collected their smells into my paint as they wiggled against each other.

 Don’t forget the blood Luci said.

 She lifted her leg so that I could swab some out of her vagina with my paint brush.

 The smells of the Egg Man were complex and difficult to get right. I couldn’t just use the smell of his sweat. I had to collect the smell of the grease and exhaust from the machines around him.

 It was a long project. It required a lot more work than my previous painting. I wished I would have done the other painting instead.

 Once it was finally finished I didn’t bother showing Luci or the Egg Man. I took it out of the room and left them to their depraved carnalities. I didn’t want anything to do with them. They probably didn’t even notice that I had gone.
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I showed the Egg Man painting to the review board at the end of the week. They thought it was disgusting and amazing. They wanted me to do three more just like it.
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A couple of days passed and I hadn’t seen Luci. Every once in a while I would hear her through the wall fucking the Egg Man.

 Fucking bitch I would say to the wall.

 I was trying to do another painting in my room, but I didn’t have any inspiration. I thought of doing one where a teenaged girl was giving birth to fetus flies and feeding them to an aquarium filled with frogs. I thought of doing a self portrait of myself lying naked on my bed in this dumpy apartment. I thought of stabbing myself in the face with the hunting knife that Squik had given me.

 I thought that drinking PBR was much better than thinking.
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There was a knock at the door. I opened it to a large gray blur that slammed me to the floor.

 I told you not to fuck my bitch no more said the intruder.

 He had a strong OSM accent.

 From the ground, I looked up. It was Tony, the baldhead OSM worker.

 He shut the door behind him and pulled out a pocket knife.

 He said now I’m going to have to cut you up so that she won’t want to fuck you anymore.

 I remembered what Luci had said. He was a Feel. That meant pain was more intense to him. He would be easy to hurt.

 I grabbed an empty bottle of rice wine and hit the OSM with it as hard as I could in the shin. The bottle didn’t break, but he screamed out and fell backwards.

 Fuck, fuck, fuck he cried.

 While he was down, I hit him in the head with the bottle and it broke in half. He shrieked and kicked me in the stomach as hard as he could. Then he charged me.

 I then realized that although Feels were more susceptible to pain, they were also more susceptible to bursts of adrenalin caused by pain. By breaking the bottle of rice wine over the OSM’s head, I had only made him stronger and angrier.

 Now I’m going to have to kill you he said.

 He swung his stubby knife at me but I ducked out of the way. He only scratched me a bit on the arm. I jumped behind my blank canvas and pushed it at him. He smacked the canvas with his knife arm, causing the knife to puncture the paper. The blade was caught on the frame.

 While his weapon was stuck I looked for the hunting knife that Squik had given me. It was on the floor near the toilet.

 Tony got his knife out of the canvas and lunged at me just as I was lunging for the toilet. He tripped on the canvas and fell on the floor next to me.

 I seized the hunting knife and brought it towards him. We stabbed each other at the same time. We were in awkward positions, so the blades went into our flesh slowly.

 His knife wasn’t very sharp. It cut into my shoulder but he couldn’t get it in very far. It stopped at the bone. My hunting knife dug deep into his belly one inch at a time.

 We were just lying there facing each other for a while, our knives inside of each other. His expression was one of shock. The pain was so tremendous to him that he couldn’t say or do anything anymore.




 It took him twenty minutes to die. He didn’t say a word during that time. We just watched each other. Neither of us let go of our knives.

 In the last five minutes he cried quietly to himself. I wanted to say something to him, to comfort him, but I had a knife inside of his gut.

 After he was dead, I said she’s not your bitch she’s my bitch.
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I sat quietly in the room with the body for a while. Then I cleaned my wound, drank a PBR, and ate a bag of potato chips. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I wasn’t the killing type.

 If he threatens you again you kill him before he kills you Squik had said. You need to be a survivor. You need to be able to defend yourself.

 Squik’s words rang through my head. 

 I thought am I a survivor?

 I paced back and forth, drinking my beer, staring at Tony. I had to come up with a way to get rid of the body. If anybody in the building saw this I would be dead. His friends would avenge him. I wished Squik was there. He would know what to do.

 After watching the body for nearly an hour, I realized something. I realized that this image was almost poetic. The way Tony’s corpse wrapped itself around my antique toilet with his ragged OSM uniform, his freshly shaven head, and my hunting knife buried deep inside of his stomach; it was a heart-wrenching sight. It was depressing. He had died such a pointless, pathetic death. He died over Luci. He died over a worthless smelly whore, a woman who didn’t care about him, a woman who didn’t care about anybody but herself. It was the death of a working class fool.

 I was experiencing the kind of memory that would make a great painting.

 I thought after I get rid of the body I might have to paint this scene.

 Then I thought but how am I going to capture these smells? How am I going to get the smell of Tony’s sweat, his blood, his OSM uniform?

 I have to paint right now I said to myself.
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So I got to work.

 I sketched Tony’s corpse and then painted him. I acted quickly while his smells were still fresh. I scraped the odors from his body in the way that I had done with Luci. Then I pulled the odors out of the toilet, the floor, the sink. I collected the mold growing on the wall behind the toilet. I scraped rust from the metal of the hunting knife and rubber from the handle of the knife.

 I’m a survivor I said to the corpse, as I chugged another PBR and tossed it across the room.

 If you try to kill me I will kill you I said, smiling in a drunken daze.

 The painting was proof that I had killed the man. If anybody saw it they would know I had done the deed. This piece was putting my life in danger. I could die because of this piece.

 But it was art. I was born to die for my art.




[image: Missing image file]



I was covered in blood and paint when I went to Squik’s room. I told him what had happened.

 You fucked up Squik said as he saw Tony’s body.

 The fear in his voice surprised me. I was expecting him to be more understanding of my actions.

 I said I thought you said this is what I should do?

 Squik said but OSM has a police force. Their job is to kill anyone who murders their workers.

 I said it was in self defense. It was his fault.

 Squik said he was trying to kill a competitor for his mate. That’s what men are supposed to do. He was just acting upon his instincts. You were the one in the wrong.

 I said I was just trying to live. You said I need to be a survivor.

 He said killing an OSM on their territory isn’t good for survival.

 I said what am I going to do?

 He said we need to get rid of the body as soon as possible.
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***

We dumped the body in the alley behind the Henry Building. Squik said that as long as his body wasn’t in my apartment I would be fine.

 After we buried his body in a pile of trash, I looked up to see if anyone had seen us. There was a woman staring down from the fifth floor. She was wearing a gray jumpsuit. It looked like an OSM uniform.

 Oh shit Squik said. 

 He took off and I followed.
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Back in his room, Squik freaked out.

 He said the OSM cops are going to find out for sure now, man. Even if they are too busy with the war to deal with you, the other OSM residents of this building are going to come after you without mercy.

 He gave me a gun.

 He said do you have a place far away from here that you can move to?

 I said I might be able to ask the GO for a new apartment next week.

 He said stay with Luci until then and whatever you do don’t show your face in the halls unless the OSMs are at the mill.

 I agreed and he pushed me out of his apartment as hard as he could.
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I knocked on Luci’s door. 

 She didn’t answer.

 It was unlocked so I went inside and closed the door.

 My jaw went slack when I saw it. She was on her mattress, masturbating, holding it up with her left hand and licking her fingers.

 Her brain was seven feet high. She had gotten an implant from Heaven INC. She shaved her head and turned herself into a mega-brain just like the Egg Man.

 Her brain was much smaller than the Egg Man’s. It was new so it wasn’t yet swollen with information. It was a long beehive-shaped shaft. It looked like she had a brain- textured dick growing out of her skull.

 She said am I beautiful?

 She caressed the shaft of her brain, digging her fingers beneath her legs.

 I can feel the souls inside of me she said, moaning. 

 I backed away from her. 

 She said I am like their god.
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My face was red and trembling as I paced in my N-shaped apartment, brooding, kicking beer cans across the floor.

 I said what the fuck did she do to herself?

 My voice was loud. I wanted her to be able to hear me.

 You made yourself into a freak I said.

 I thought is she in love with the Egg Man now? Did she love him so much that she wanted to be like him? She is so disgusting. She is more disgusting than ever. She ruined herself. I don’t want to have anything to do with her anymore. It’s over between us. She’s dead to me.

 I carried the gun with both hands and kept it pointed at the doorway. If any of Tony’s friends knew where I lived I planned to shoot them before they could shoot me.

 I thought if that girl that saw us really was OSM and she recognized Squik, then they would go after him first. But if confronted and threatened Squik might tell them I was the one who killed Tony. He might tell them where I live.

 Then I thought or they might go after Luci. Tony’s friends probably know all about Luci. They probably know how overbearing and jealous he was when it came to her. They probably know she was sleeping around with a lot of people. They might assume that she had something to do with his death. They might think she manipulated some new boyfriend into killing Tony for her, to get him off her back.

 I decided that I had to warn Luci. She was in danger.
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I made sure nobody was in the hallway when I snuck into Luci’s apartment. She was still masturbating and caressing her mega-brain.

 Luci I said. 

 Yes she said. 

 She stared at me with her mouth open, licking her lips at me.

 I stuttered. I didn’t tell her what had happened. I couldn’t. How was I supposed to tell her that OSM people might be out to get her without telling her about what had happened to Tony? I couldn’t tell her about Tony. She might have had feelings for him. She might have thought of me as a monster for killing him. Or, even worse, she might have turned me into the OSMs to save her own butt.

 So I just stood there in the center of her messy room, watching her masturbate. She watched me back, but she didn’t say anything.

 Then I noticed the smell. Her brain was sweating a thick juice that filled the room with a powerful odor. But it didn’t smell like the Egg Man’s odor. It didn’t smell of fig, raw hamburger meat, ammonia, rotten bell peppers, dead earwigs, and water chestnuts. It smelled just as complex, but much more pleasing. Much, much more pleasing.

 It smelled of orange blossoms, dates, salted almonds, white wine, sweet meats, and buttered lobster.

 Her pulsing fleshy brain looked so disgusting, yet smelled so delicious that it drew me closer to her. I had to inhale the scent deeper.

 Luci had said that body odor was designed to be an aphrodisiac. I didn’t believe her. Something so repulsive could never turn me on. However, this strange smell emanating from Luci’s big disgusting brain was somehow turning me on.

 I closed my eyes and breathed deeply through my nostrils.

 As a Smell, I had never sensed anything so sexual. I have seen erotic images, I have felt erotic sensations, but I have never before smelled erotic scents. Luci’s new smell was like smelling sex.

 I could feel my penis growing in my pants, as I leaned in close to Luci and smelled her erect brain. Her body still reeked of its usual rancid filth, but the brain juice was strong enough to overpower it.

 It’s so sexy I said. 

 My words made her moan with pleasure. 

 I said it smells so beautiful. It’s really turning me on.

 Her eyes were closed. She caressed her brain quickly now, like her brain was one giant dick that she was masturbating.

 Let me fuck you I said.

 She licked her lips. 

 I started to take off my clothes. 

 No she said. 

 I said what? 

 I don’t want you to fuck me she said. 

 I said why not? 

 She said I want you to paint me.
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Although it was empty at the time, I forgot to check for OSMs before crossing the hall to collect my art supplies. I also forgot to bring the gun with me on my way back to Luci’s.

 I knew this was reckless behavior on my part. If the OSMs found me in Luci’s apartment we would both be dead, but I was so aroused by Luci’s new smell that I couldn’t control myself. I couldn’t think clearly.

 She didn’t stop masturbating the entire time I painted her, having orgasm after orgasm. Her eyes were closed. For all I knew, she could have been making love with all of the souls within her brain.

 She didn’t let me have sex with her, but I decided I didn’t need to have sex with her. Just smelling her was pleasure enough. It was even better than sex.

 I collected smells from her surroundings first: her sweat-stained mattress, her crusty sheets, her mold-caked wall. Then I collected the smells from her skin. Starting with the unpleasant smells, to get them out of the way. She let me touch her labia briefly so that I could collect some moisture for when I painted her vagina.

 After I had painted her body and the background, I started on the brain. I saved the best for last. Getting the smell of her brain juice on my fingers was a sensual experience in itself. I brought the flavor to my nostrils and inhaled deeply. The scent made my eyes roll back, my muscles loosen, and my mind drift in drunken ecstasy.

 I wanted to lick the picture of the brain as I painted it. I wanted to consume it and make it a part of me. Though I didn’t technically have sex, it was the best sex I ever had. Though I didn’t have an orgasm, the experience was like one long unending orgasm.

 Luci fell asleep before I finished the painting. She had climaxed so many times that she had forgotten that I was there. She slept with a smile on her face, as if she was still basking in the warm after-sex glow.

 The painting was the most sensual work I had ever created. It did not have the dramatic power of my two previous paintings, but it did have power.
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I wasn’t sure if it was safe to leave Luci alone that night, but I decided to go back to my apartment. The worst thing would be for the OSMs to find the two of us together.

 I was in my bed with the gun on my chest. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking. My thoughts flipped between the panic of being hunted by OSMs and the excitement about Luci’s mega-brain. I also wondered if Luci liked me again. I wondered if she would be my girlfriend. I wondered if she would be willing to get serious.

 Whatever the case, I knew I wanted to be with her. I could put up with the ugliness of her brain, the stink of her body odor, her filth, her rudeness, her laziness, as long as I could be with her.

 I stared at the painting of Luci’s mega-brain propped up on my shelf. I could smell it from all the way across the room. I had captured the experience perfectly. I couldn’t wait for the morning to come, so that I could show Luci how great it turned out.




[image: Missing image file]



In the middle of the night, I awoke to the sound of Luci moaning through my wall. She was next door, fucking the Egg Man. I jumped out of bed and listened carefully. It was her. She was screaming with pleasure.

 I said what the fuck? You fucking bitch.

 I couldn’t believe she would go see the Egg Man after what we had shared earlier that night. I couldn’t believe she would do that to me.

 I thought why didn’t she come to my apartment? She should want to see my new painting of her. She hasn’t seen it yet. I figured that was the first thing she would want to do after she woke up.

 My eyes watered up. I buried my head in my pillow clenched my jaw as tight as I could until my ears were ringing.

 She wanted to be an egghead and fuck other eggheads?

 Fuck her I said.
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Tony’s smell was still in the room. His blood was still on my floor. When I closed my eyes, it was like his body was still lying there, haunting me. I looked at the painting of him. It was the best painting I had ever created. Better than the painting of Luci masturbating. It smelled so real. It was as if I literally captured Tony’s soul when I painted it. After he died, I had taken his soul out of his body and mixed it into the paint.

 Within the picture, I could smell the sadness and frustration that Tony had felt as he died. I could smell the anger, the betrayal. I could smell his longing for Luci and his . . . hatred of Luci. The smell wasn’t noticeable before, but the more I sniffed the clearer it became. The smell told me that Tony hated Luci.

 As a Feel, Tony must have been disturbed by her filth. Whenever she pressed her body against him, she must have made him feel itchy, slimy, sticky, and dirty. She probably tormented him in the same way that she tormented me. 

 Tony had more in common with me than I had thought.

 Squik had said that Tony had the right to kill me because I was a competitor for his mate. The Egg Man was also a competitor. He was my competition. He was in my way. He was ruining things for me. I wondered if I had the right to kill him.
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The next day, I just stayed in my apartment, hiding out. I was expecting OSMs to bust in at any moment, but they never came. Luci didn’t come to my door, either. I didn’t want to go to her door. If she would have come to me I might have forgiven her.

 She was probably in danger, but I didn’t care. The OSMs could go ahead and kill her. I was done being jerked around.

 After the sun went down, there was a commotion in the hallway. A lot of yelling in other languages. I didn’t know what was going on. I just sat in my bed with the gun in my hand, waiting.
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Eventually, I couldn’t take it any more. I had to see Luci. I had to make sure she was alright.

 There was nobody in the hallway when I opened the door, so I left the gun on my bed. I didn’t want to have to explain to Luci why I was carrying a gun.

 Luci’s door was already open a crack, so I let myself in. She wasn’t there. I went into my apartment and listened at my west wall. The Egg Man and Luci weren’t having sex in there. I listened carefully. I didn’t hear anybody’s voice.

 I went into the hallway and smelled the door to room 314. I couldn’t find her scent.

 I entered the Egg Man’s apartment.
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The Egg Man was alone. He watched me as I entered with his tiny yellow eyes.

 I said where is she? 

 Gone he said. 

 I said where did she go? 

 He said I don’t know. 

 Slime dripped down his brain onto his face. 

 I said I heard you fucking last night. 

 Nope he said. 

 She’s my bitch I said. 

 My voice sounded like Tony’s.

 He said she doesn’t want me anymore. She has her own mega-brain now. I’ve lost my appeal.

 I should kill you I said.

 I stood over him. He was helpless in his condition. This was the man who was taking Luci away from me? I could cut his jugular with my hunting knife and he couldn’t do anything about it. I could shoot him. I could strangle him with his own feeding tube and everybody would think it was an accident.

 He saw me looking at the feeding tube.

 It wouldn’t be wise to try to kill me gurgled the Egg Man.

 I said why not?

 Heaven INC is a powerful company. It is small but they have allegiances with every major corporation out there. Nobody kills a Heaven brain and gets away with it.

 I kneeled into his stomach and wrapped his feeding tube around his throat, then tightened.

 I said not if I make it look like an accident.

 Squeezing tighter, he began to wheeze. Egg Man juice was getting all over my clothes.

 He said you can’t...

 I choked him until his mammoth brain turned red. He slid a hand beneath the feeding tube and loosened its hold around his throat so that he could speak.

 He said there are hundreds of thousands of souls in my brain. If you kill me they all die. What gives you the right to kill all of those people?

 I said this is the survival of the fittest. If they can’t defend themselves then they deserve to die.

 The feeding tube crushed his throat. 

 He said please...

 I pulled tighter, so tight that my knuckles turned purple. Then he went limp.
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Looking at the Egg Man’s dead body, I decided that I had to paint him. A dead egghead would make a powerful painting. I thought it was a shame that I had to kill him, but at least he will live forever in the shape of a painting.
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I was saturated with the smell of fig and raw hamburger as I entered the hallway to retrieve my painting supplies. While wiping the Egg Man juice off of my clothes, I didn’t notice the people coming towards me.

 The OSM girl who had seen Squik and I dump the body was heading my way with three large men. It was like they were on patrol, two of them carrying baseball bats and one of them carrying a rifle.

 She said there he is.

 The OSM with the rifle aimed at me and fired. The bullet hit me in the ear. It went straight through the lobe and grazed the side of my head. I could smell droplets of my blood splattered on the wall behind me.

 I ducked down and ran for the western stairwell. 

 Get him said the woman.

 They charged down the stairs, firing their gun. The others yelled and slammed their bats against the walls as they thundered after me. I had left my gun in my apartment. It was too late to fight back.

 All I could do was flee.
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I ran out of the front entrance of the Henry Building into the street, the OSMs still a floor or two behind me. My ear was splashing blood all over the steps.

 I wished Squik was with me to back me up. I wished I wouldn’t have left my gun in the apartment.

 In the street, I was greeted by twenty men holding shotguns. They pointed them at me. That was it. I was caught. I stopped running and held up my hands. Blood squirted out of the side of my head as I told them that it wasn’t my fault.

 It was self defense I said.

 Then I realized something. These men were wearing red jumpsuits. They weren’t OSMs they were MSMs. They were there for war.

 I jumped onto the ground as the male OSMs exited the building behind me. Their mouths dropped open at the sight of all the red uniforms. Before they could react, the MSMs sprayed them with shotgun blasts. Their blood splattered across pavement.

 I got up and ran back into the building as the MSMs made sure the two gray-suits were dead. I passed the OSM woman and charged up the stairs. She screamed at me and tried punching me as I passed. Then a shotgun blast knocked her off her feet and slammed her against a mass of her own blood on the wall behind her.

 Upstairs, I went into my room to grab my gun. I heard shotgun fire downstairs. A lot of shotgun fire. The war had begun.

 OSMs and other residents ran up and down the hallway.

 The OSMs cried get higher, get higher. 

 The other residents just cried.
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I ran down the hallway to Squik’s apartment. His door was wide open. His place had been trashed. He wasn’t there. I stepped inside. Squik’s kid, Gordi was there. He was crumpled into a ball in the corner. His head had been taken off.

 The OSMs must have done this. They must have taken Squik and killed his kid.

 I wondered if they had taken Luci as well. I wondered if she was already dead.

 She’s in danger I said to the decapitated child. 

 I had to save her.
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The MSMs were going room to room, floor to floor, shooting the residents of the Henry Building in their beds. It was a clean sweep.

 My survival instinct kicked in. I had to go higher.

 I went out in the hall and pointed my gun at one of the Toyota girls who was standing in a panic in the hallway.

 She screamed something Toyotan and I lowered the gun. She followed me down the hallway.

 Get out of here I said.

 She waved her hands around and babbled some gibberish. She didn’t speak common.

 I saw a handful of red-suits come up the west stairwell, so I turned to run for the east stairwell. But OSMs were coming down the east stairwell with handguns and rifles to meet their rivals on the third floor. There were going to collide on this floor and I was stuck in the middle.

 The Toyotan followed me as I ran back to my apartment, but she didn’t follow me inside.

 Come on I said.

 She didn’t understand.

 When the shooting started, I watched as the Toyota woman was cut to pieces in the crossfire.
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I looked out of my window. Several more MSMs were in the street with flamethrowers. They were setting the building on fire.

 Fuck I said.

 I had to protect my paintings. The building was going to be burned down, so I had to get my paintings out of there. The review board kept all of the pieces I brought them, so the only paintings I had to worry about saving was the one of Tony and the one of Luci. I cut them out of their frames and rolled them up into a tube. I had to get them to safety.

 I grabbed my duffle bag from under my bed, the one that contained all of my possessions in the world. There was extra room in the bag, so I filled it up with as many painting supplies as I could. As I hysterically packed my brushes and papers, I heard gurgling and bubbling noises coming from the west wall. They sounded like noises the Egg Man used to make.

 I shook it off. The Egg Man was dead. I was just hearing things. With all the gunfire it was impossible to hear anything clearly.
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With a mirror, I peaked outside of my doorway to see how many of them were still in the hall. Five OSMs had fallen, only two remained. There were still eight red-suits.

 I watched through the mirror until the two OSMs retreated back into the stairwell. The MSMs didn’t chase after them. They continued breaking into the apartments one-by-one to shoot the occupants within.

 My survival instinct told me that this was my only chance to make a move. I jumped into the hallway and fired my handgun at the MSMs. I ran backwards toward the east stairwell as I went. Not a single one of my bullets hit a target, but they distracted them enough that they couldn’t get any good shots off at me.

 I made it all the way down the hallway without getting shot, but then I tripped over a dead OSM and fell to the ground. And worse than that, I was out of bullets.
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The red-suits came at me. I tried looking for a gun on the dead OSM but he didn’t seem to have one. I raised my hands at them and tried to tell them that I wasn’t OSM. They didn’t care.

 Something stopped them in their tracks. There was a rumbling sound. The building was shaking. The red-suits looked around, confused about what was happening.

 A wall exploded open and a giant mammoth crashed into the hallway, knocking two of the red suits to the ground. The thing roared and gurgled. It turned around and looked at me. It was the Egg Man. He wasn’t dead. I hadn’t killed him. I had just pissed him off.

 He glared at me with mad yellow eyes. There didn’t seem to be any life behind them.

 The Egg Man moved forward, pulling his enormous brain behind him. The walls cracked and crumbled around the brain as he pulled his way through.

 The red-suits fired at the Egg Man behind him and he cried out. He roared like a crazed elephant and turned around to face his attackers. They hit him five times at pointblank range. The shotgun blasts only made him more angry.
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I got up and ran towards the eastern stairwell. Looking back, the Egg Man was stomping on one of the MSM’s skulls, crushing the man’s tiny brain out if his head.

 There was gunfire at the bottom of the stairwell. The two surviving OSMs from the third floor gunfight had gone downstairs and gotten themselves into another stand off. 

 My survival instinct took me upstairs.
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I found Squik and Luci on the fifth floor. They were tied up in an abandoned apartment. Squik had a bullet in his chest. Luci wasn’t moving either. Her giant tube-shaped brain was propped up against the wall behind her.

 Nobody else was on the fifth floor.

 I looked out of the window. The first two floors were on fire. It wouldn’t be long before the third was aflame. The people who ran out of the building to escape the flames were shot down by the MSMs in the street.




[image: Missing image file]



I caressed Luci’s cheek until she woke up.

 She said what’s going on?

 I sniffed deeply at her brain slime as I untied her. 

 The MSMs are attacking I said. 

 She looked out of the window. 

 They’re killing everyone I said.

 She stood up and held her long brain with both hands.

 She said what are we going to do? 

 Fly I said. 

 I took off my clothes. 

 She said fly?

 I buzzed my dragonfly wings at her. 

 You can’t really fly with those she said.

 I said my wings aren’t strong enough to lift us off the ground, but I think they’re strong enough to give us a slow fall.

 There is a loud roaring sound and the floor rumbles beneath our feet.

 Luci said what was that?

 I said it’s the Egg Man. He’s fighting the MSMs.

 We have to go help him she said. 

 He’s not going to make it I said.

 She went towards the door. I grabbed her by the arm.

 I said come on, forget him. 

 She said I’m not leaving without him. 

 He’s going to die I said. 

 Then I’ll die with him she said. 

 I said I love you, Luci. 

 I don’t care she said.
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I grabbed Luci by the arm.

 I said what are you doing? You can’t be in love with the Egg Man. You’re a leech. You don’t love anyone but yourself.

 She pulled her arm out of my grip. 

 You don’t know anything about me she said. 

 Fuck you I said.

 When she turned to leave, I grabbed a lamp off of the table and hit her in her giant ugly brain. Her head jerked hard and I heard a loud crack.

 Her neck broke under the weight of her head. Her body went limp and fell into my arms.

 I turned her over and held her giant wrinkled head in my lap. I started to cry.

 I’m sorry I said, as I caressed her brain.

 The screams of the Egg Man filled the apartment building as the fire took the third floor.

 I cried and pounded on Luci’s sweaty chest.

 I said why didn’t you want to come with me? I could have saved you. We could have moved into a beautiful uptown apartment together. I would have painted, you would have been my inspiration. Now you’re dead.

 I pushed her corpse off of me. Her head hit the floor with a thump. I wiped the tears from my eyes.

 I have to paint you I said to Luci. I have to capture your soul in a painting.
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I picked her off of the floor and draped her over my shoulder. With her giant brain dragging behind, I carried her up the stairwell all the way to the roof. I had to get as high as possible so that I would have the maximum amount of time to paint her. Once outside, I closed the door behind me and barred it so that nobody could disturb my work.

 I was going to paint the picture I originally wanted. The one where Luci and I were making love. Only instead of both of us having wings, I would be the one with the wings and she would have the long mega-brain. It was what she would have wanted.

 Taking the art supplies out of my duffle bag, I realized that I didn’t have all of the colors I needed. I had red, white, a light brown, and a dark brown. I decided to just use these colors. The smell was what was important.

 I stripped Luci naked and propped her up in a corner of the roof. I wrapped my body around her, positioning myself where I would be if we were having sex. Although I had always been on the bottom, in this image I was going to put myself on top. I wanted my back to be showing so that I could make the wings more prominent in the painting.

 On a piece of loose canvas paper, I sketched Luci’s image quickly, and what I imagined my image looked like on top of her. Halfway through the sketch, the pencil broke. I didn’t have time to sharpen it so I tossed it away and went straight to the paints. I collected Luci’s smells and mixed them into the paints, using a roof shingle as a palette. I pulled her essence out of her skin, out of her brain, and mixed them into the paint. I even collected the souls within her mega-brain for when I painted her head.

 As I painted, I was filled with raw artistic power. Every stroke was perfect. Every smell rubbed on in just the right way. I was high on the smell of Luci’s brain juice. I was filled with adrenalin and sexual energy. Luci was coming to life again, in my work.

 As I painted, I forgot that I was holding a brush. I forgot that I was on top of a burning building. I felt as if I had become a part of the painting. I was inside of it, having sex with Luci right there on the rooftop. She was tormenting me with her stink and I was loving every minute of it. There was no Egg Man, or Tony, or Squik to come between us. There was only a deep primal lust.

 I was too engulfed in my work to do anything about the people in the stairwell. They banged on the door to the roof, crying for somebody to let them out. I didn’t help them. I didn’t want them to ruin my moment.
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By the time I had finished the painting, the banging had already stopped. Flames had engulfed the building all the way to the top floor.

 I admired my work of art. It was flawless. A masterpiece. Luci’s soul and her delicious brain smell had been preserved perfectly in the picture. I even captured the smell of the smoke as the building burned.

 The painting would have been messed up if I rolled it, so I carried it open. I collected my other two paintings and held them close to my heart.

 As I stepped up onto the edge of the roof, I allowed the wind to blow against my naked body. I peered down at the red soldiers below. They were killing the last of the OSMs.

 I looked over at Luci’s body. At first, I was going to kiss it goodbye, but then I realized that the body was now just an empty shell. The real Luci was coming with me, within the painting in my hands.

 I flapped my dragonfly wings and jumped.

 It was a surprising sensation. The wings weren’t weak. They turned out to be strong. I flew off of the Henry Building into the air. They worked. They must have always worked.

 I soared over the MSMs across the street like a dragonfly. The MSMs were so far down they looked tiny. They were just ants to me. They didn’t have minds of their own. They just did their queen’s bidding. I wasn’t an ant. I was an artist.

 I was free.
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Bullets tore through my wings and back. I spun out of control. A shotgun blast shredded my legs. Another ripped through the left side of my body. I went down. From high up in the sky, I fell far.

 I splattered against the pavement. I lay there, paralyzed in a pile of my own guts, watching as red ants marched two-by-two towards me.

 As my vision faded, I noticed that my masterpiece was still mostly intact. It was going to be okay even if I was not.

 I could smell Luci lying next to me within the canvas. It made me feel good to be next to her as my consciousness drifted away. But then I realized that she wasn’t trying to comfort me with her stink. It smelled like she was laughing at me.
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I wasn’t dead yet. I was in the GO hospital, lying in a bed, pumped full of drugs. Pieces of my body were missing. I lost a leg and my left arm. I couldn’t move my right arm. My lips had been torn off. I was a wreck.

 The bearded man from the GO review board was in the room with me. He approached my bed.

 He said are you awake, Lincoln? 

 I nodded. 

 Good he said.

 He cleared his throat and straightened his tie. He still never bothered to introduce himself.

 He said there was extensive nerve damage to your arms. They had to amputate your left arm and the right side of your body has become paralyzed. Your left leg is missing, we’re not sure what happened to it.

 I tried to move my right arm and leg. He was right. They wouldn’t work.

 I said what about my paintings? Did you save my paintings?

 He said the ones that were with you when you were brought in? They are a little damaged but I believe they are salvageable.

 Thank you I said.

 It would have been terrible if my paintings were lost. That would have meant that all of what I went through was for nothing.

 The bearded man said it saddens me to say this but you’ll never be able to paint again. We have no choice but to revoke your grant.

 I said but what about my work? I have a groundbreaking style.

 He said believe me, many on the board were really pulling for you. But we’re going to have to cut our losses and walk away. Your work will not go to waste, though. The committee has discussed it and we are going to put another artist’s name on your paintings. This new artist, who is a Smell, will take over where you left off.

 I said but I painted them... 

 My eyes wanted to tear but they were all dried up. 

 He said I’m sorry, but you know as well as I that this is the way the art world works.

 The bearded man waved two nurses over to my hospital bed.

 He said if you like they can give you a lethal injection. I think that would be the most humane thing to do for you in your current state.

 I said what? No, I want to live.

 The bearded man said do you understand what has happened to you? You are paralyzed on one side of your body and you are missing the arm and leg of the left side. You are completely invalid.

 I said I don’t care. I want to live.

 My survival instinct wasn’t going to let them just kill me then and there. I was a survivor. I was one of the strong.

 The bearded man cupped his hands together. 

 Well take him outside I guess he said to the nurses. 

 The nurses wheeled my bed towards the door. 

 I said wait, what are you doing?

 The bearded man said you are no longer a citizen of the GO, which means that you won’t have use of the hospital facilities anymore.

 I said what am I going to do? How am I going to survive out there?

 Through the kindness of strangers said the bearded man.
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The nurses wheeled me outside and dropped me on the steps outside of the GO building. I tried to move, but nothing worked, only my mouth.

 Over the next few days, I asked for help from the people walking up and down the steps. None of them even looked at me. They were busy with their own lives, their own survival.

 By the next day the sun had bleached the color out of my eyes, my skin was burnt, my flesh had turned to rot, and an army of black ants were beginning to eat me alive.
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Road Warrior Werewolves versus McDonaldland Mutants... post-apocalyptic fiction has never been quite like this.
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