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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
I wrote The Tick People earlier this month when I needed to step away from a larger project to write something shorter. It seems all of my books keep getting longer and longer these days, so it’s good to focus on something of novella size for a week or so in order to get a boost of confidence from completing something new. If I’m not finishing projects on a regular basis, I tend to go a little nuts. It probably stems from my deep irrational fear that I only have a few months left to live and need to accomplish as much as possible before I die.
Right now, I’m going between smoking e-cigarettes and real cigarettes—the e-cigarettes are for when I don’t want to go outside—reflecting on why the hell I wrote yet another weird sex book. If you didn’t notice, my last six or seven books didn’t include much (or any) sex at all, so maybe it was past due. I knew I wanted to write about a man’s struggle against his own sexual urges. I wondered what it would be like if a man’s carnal desires were warped. What if, instead of being sexually drawn to women, there was a guy who was drawn to something repulsive and inhuman, something his mind knows is utterly disgusting but his body can’t resist. I wanted to explore the absurdity of sexual desire. Sure we humans might seem like sexy nubile creatures most of the time, but when you think about it, we’re really just sweaty blobs of gross. Why the hell do we bother having sex with each other? There’s creating children, sure, but how many kids do we really need? Two or three? Couldn’t we just divide like amoebas or something?
Perhaps this theme is important to me because I have recently discovered that I have a deep instinctual urge to mate with McDonald’s McRib sandwiches. They’re only two for three dollars right now. I think I’ll have a threesome.
 
—Carlton Mellick III 3/11/2014 12:14am



CHAPTER ONE
THE SADDEST DOG IN GLOOM TOWN


There was once a dog named Old Gloomy who was so big, so mind-spinningly enormous, that he was mistaken for a mountain top. Nobody ever suspected the soft, fluffy mountain peak to actually be a living animal, despite the fact that its soil was abnormally warm and grew fields of fuzzy brown fur. If the people of Fluffville would have known the mountain was actually alive, they never would have built their city around the massive canine. And if Old Gloomy would have known he would be mistaken for a mountain top, he never would have taken such a deep long snooze.
It was quite a surprise to the citizens of Fluffville when the massive beast awoke after its century-long nap, sniffing at the delicious meaty aroma billowing out of the mutton stew factory that stood on the tip of its nose. It licked its school-covered lips and blinked away the suburban crust that had collected in its eyes.
The town was immediately evacuated in a quiet, tip-toeing panic. Everyone thought their beautiful city would be destroyed by the waking behemoth as they waited outside city limits. But days passed and nothing happened. The weight of the city’s architecture was so heavy that it pinned Old Gloomy to his spot. And no matter how much his howls and whines rumbled the countryside, the dog could not break free. He was forever trapped beneath the great city and forced to spend the rest of his days as a living mountain top.
Life was not easy for the citizens of Fluffville once they went back to their old lives knowing full well their homes were built on top of the giant dog. They could hear the thunderous heartbeat pulsing through their walls at night. On the drive to work, they could feel the ground swelling up and down beneath their cars as the earth breathed. The air reeked of wet dog whenever it rained. Their livestock was blown out of the pastures whenever the dog coughed or sneezed.
But the worst part of living on Old Gloomy was the sadness that lingered in the air. The melancholy radiated out of the giant dog all day and all night, hovering over the city like a cloud of emotional pollution. This was how the town earned the nickname Gloomville—the gloomiest of all gloomy places to live in the world.
But it was very important to keep Old Gloomy as sad as possible. You see, whenever the dog was happy he wagged his tail with excitement. This caused a tornado of destruction, smashing apart the downtown shopping district and toppling high-rise apartment buildings. So in order to prevent this disaster from continuing, it became every citizen’s duty to keep Old Gloomy’s spirits as low as they could possibly go.
There was even a team of professional sadness-makers, paid by the city, who were tasked with keeping the dog in a state of constant depression. All day, they would call him a bad dog and scold him for things he didn’t even do. They would feed him only the blandest, driest, most sorrow-filled kibble. Then they would show him videos of happy dogs, running and playing in the sunlight, reminding Old Gloomy of all the things he couldn’t possibly do in his condition. A working day wasn’t over until the old dog’s eyes opened up into thick salty waterfalls.
Fernando Mendez was one of these sadness-makers—officially known as Stressmen. He took pride in his job, just as his father had when he was a Stressman, and his grandfather before him. He enjoyed the respect he received from his neighbors whenever he was out mowing his brown-fur lawn. He was treated like a hero whenever he went down to the pub for a dog-tear brew after a long day of work.
But something had changed in Fernando after his tenth year on the job. He started feeling sorry for Old Gloomy. Instead of depressing the dog, he found himself yearning to cheer him up. He wanted to see a happy expression spread across his face just once. Sometimes, he lay awake at night dreaming about what would happen if he bought Old Gloomy a giant rubber ball to play with or gave him a great big doggy treat for him to munch on. But Fernando knew this could never be. He had to keep his community safe.
“Old Gloomy’s suffering must never end.” That’s what was written above his locker when he arrived at work every day.
Fernando looked at himself in the mirror, placing the saddest frown he could muster onto his face. His uniform was a dark emotionless gray, with a despairing design somewhere between that of a mortician and an imperial officer posted on the Death Star.
A plump man with long fisherman whiskers appeared behind him in the mirror. “You’re late, Mendez. The third time this week. What’s gotten into you? You’re supposed to be my top Stressman.”
It was Mr. Olsen, the boss—an old bastard who’d been a Stressman for as long as anyone could remember. He worked with both Fernando’s father and grandfather. When he came to work, he didn’t have to put on a frown to start his day. He had a natural talent for being miserable.
“I’ve been feeling under the weather,” Fernando said. It was clearly a lie, but he could never admit the truth to his boss. He couldn’t tell him that his heart just wasn’t in the job anymore.
Mr. Olsen didn’t buy the excuse, but let the issue go. “So what did you come up with? It better be something good.”
“This one will work.”
“You said that last time.”
“This will work better than last time.”
One of the jobs of the Stressmen was to come up with new and creative methods for depressing Old Gloomy. They couldn’t use the same techniques time after time. When overused, the dog would become numb to their sadness treatments and they would no longer be effective. So they had to continuously brainstorm new ideas each year in order to keep the mutt down in the dumps.
“The lives of thousands of people are at stake, Mendez. That dog better be crying by lunchtime or it’s your ass.”
Fernando deepened his frown and nodded softly. “This will work. I’ll stake my career on it.”
“You’re damn right you will.”
Then the miserable old man poured himself a cup of oily, flavorless coffee and stole the entire plate of cake doughnuts before Fernando could claim one.


Fernando stepped outside of Stressman Headquarters onto the platform below Old Gloomy’s massive left eye. When the dog saw him, he let out a deep sigh that vibrated through the facility. The old boy knew what was coming next—something dismal was about to be forced upon him. The dog immediately closed his eyes so that he wouldn’t have to watch, but they both knew his efforts were in vain.
“I’ll take care of it, Mr. Mendez,” said a voice from the control tower.
It was Johnson. Fernando’s young assistant who started last year. The kid was bright, but not too good at his job. Like many young people, he was a bit too optimistic and enjoyed life too much to be an effective Stressman. He knew how to operate the equipment and assist Fernando with adequacy, but he needed his dreams crushed and his heart broken a few more times before he’d be capable of performing a professional-level sadness treatment on his own.
“Take your time, Jake,” Fernando called up as he climbed the ladder to the control tower. “There’s no hurry.”
Fernando’s father taught him that a good Stressman always worked at a lethargic pace, with no excitement, no energy. His job was not just to keep the animal sad, but to keep him bored and without stimulation.
“Yes, Mr. Mendez.”
In the control tower, Jake Johnson pulled levers and tapped buttons, listening to mournful violin music as he operated the cranes that pulled open Gloomy’s left eyelid. They wouldn’t be able to show the dog sad things if the beast kept his eyes closed all day. Not only that, but they didn’t want Gloomy falling asleep before he was sufficiently depressed. They couldn’t allow an opportunity for good dreams.
“That’ll do,” Fernando said behind the assistant, once the eyelid was propped all the way open. “Now raise the screen.”
As Johnson hit the switch to raise the movie screen, Fernando looked up into the colossal orb before him. The eye was like a murky brown lake, so big that Fernando could jump inside of it and swim across the ever-moist pupil. Whenever he looked at the giant dog eye-to-eye, Fernando always wondered what the dog thought of them. They were merely fleas to the massive beast; fleas that he could never scratch away.
“So what have you got today?” Johnson asked.
Fernando opened his briefcase and flipped through his data disks, each one containing a different sadness treatment.
“Put this one on first,” he said, handing his assistant a disk.
When Johnson put in the disk, a movie was projected across the screen. It was a short film of a dog that resembled Old Gloomy. He was having a birthday party, sitting beside a cake with a party hat dangling off the side his head. But it was not a happy party. Nobody showed up to the dog’s birthday because he doesn’t have any friends. The doggy made the cake for himself and was celebrating his birthday by himself, lying by the cake with a lonely expression on his face, jowls drooping against the floor, too sad to even take a lick of the frosting.
“Is it working?” Johnson asked.
Fernando looked at the monitor and shook his head. “The readings show no change in mood.”
“But the loneliness theme usually works,” Johnson said.
“He’s tuning it out. We need something sadder.”
They tried another film. This one was about a puppy who gets separated from his mother. He spends days searching for his family, wandering through the desolate wasteland, being as lonely as a pup could be. But then it turns out that the whole area is highly radioactive and the dog gets really sick. His skin falls off and he drags his body across the desert like a living skeleton.
“Geez, Mr. Mendez,” Johnson said as they watched the film. “This one’s pretty dark.”
When the puppy finally reaches his mother, the momma dog doesn’t recognize the puppy and growls at it, threatening to rip his throat out. No matter how much the puppy begs and pleads with his momma, she refuses to believe it’s her son. She abandons the pup in the barren landscape, leaving him to die a long, painful death. Alone.
Johnson was tearing up by the end of the film, but Old Gloomy’s mood did not change. The dog just let out another long sigh.
“It didn’t affect him,” Johnson said, wiping his tears away.
Fernando said, “He’s just getting bored.”
“I thought bored was good?”
“Bored is okay, but we don’t get paid until he cries.”
“Do you have anything sadder?”
“Not really.” Fernando looked through the disks and grabbed one at random. “Just put this one on.”
The film they played featured a dog that discovers a mountain of food filled with giant bones, hot dogs, and slabs of meat. The dog happily runs around the food with his tongue dangling out, salivating all over the place. But as soon as the dog takes a bite of a hot dog, it turns to ash. The dog goes after a juicy steak, but it’s the same result. Everything he tries to eat disintegrates in his mouth before he gets a chance to taste it.
“Something’s happening,” Johnson said, examining the monitor.
But Fernando didn’t have to look at the readings to notice the change in Old Gloomy’s mood. He could see it plain as day. The dog’s massive eye quivered. His breathing became heavy.
“Is he about to cry?” Johnson yelled, turning around to the control panel that operated the aqueduct. “Should I open the flood gate?”
“No...” Fernando could tell something was wrong. The dog wasn’t getting sad. He was getting hungry. “Quick, turn off the film!”
“What?”
“The food’s making him excited!”
“But it’s not real food. It turns into ash before the dog can eat it.”
“Just turn it off!”
Fernando hit the switch himself, removing the film from the projector, but it was too late. The dog was panting heavily, excited by the images of all those bones and meats.
Mr. Olsen’s voice came over the intercom system. “What the hell is going on up there, Mendez?”
Fernando ignored his boss. He went to the monitoring station, looking at the video feed from the tail-section of town. The ground was beginning to quake. The buildings in the shopping district shuddered and rumbled. He could see people running for their lives.
“His tail’s about to wag,” Fernando said, trying to keep calm.
“What do we do?” Johnson cried.
Although the movie with the food was turned off, Old Gloomy held onto the memory of its images. Fernando could see it all over the dog’s face. He could tell it was imagining what it would be like to eat all of that delicious food. Old Gloomy drooled into the canal below its jowls, then licked its lips with its massive goopy tongue.
“Give him the shot,” Fernando said.
“The shot? Are you kidding?”
“We don’t have a choice.”
Johnson opened the emergency panel and hit the red button. A syringe the size of a tanker truck was launched at the dog’s throat like a missile. It pierced its thick hide and green fluids blasted into the beast’s bloodstream. Within seconds, the dog was knocked unconscious. The tail went limp before it even rose off the ground.
“The sedative worked,” Johnson said. “His heart rate is lowering.”
Fernando nodded, but didn’t say anything, removing his hat and rubbing his fingers through the sweat in his hair. He cursed himself for not thinking things through when he put together that last video. Of course the food images would excite Old Gloomy. He felt like such an idiot. His father would have beaten him senseless if he were alive to see his son make such a stupid mistake.


“Do you know how much it costs the city to make just one dose of that sedative?” Mr. Olsen scolded Fernando. They were in the privacy of his office, but the boss was yelling at him so loud that all Stressmen in the station could hear.
“I know…” Fernando said.
“No, I don’t think you know.” Olsen pointed his chubby finger in Fernando’s face. “If you take all of our annual salaries and multiply them by ten, that’s how much taxpayer money goes into producing a single shot. And this is the second dose we used this year. The mayor is going to want my head for this.”
Fernando had nothing to say in his defense. “I know I screwed up. It was a stupid mistake.”
“Stressmen can’t afford to make mistakes,” Olsen said. “If a doctor makes a mistake, he could lose a patient. If a cop makes a mistake, an innocent man might spend the rest of his life in jail. If a Stressman makes a mistake, thousands of people die, a district is wiped out, and the city’s economy goes to hell.”
“Nobody died,” Fernando said. “There was no damage.”
“This time there wasn’t, but that was our last shot. It could be months until we get another. If that dog feels another burst of joy before then, there will be damages. There will be deaths. And it will be your fault.”
Fernando locked eyes with his boss. The man’s forehead bulged with pulsing angry veins. His skin was wrinkled but tough like cowhide.
Fernando broke eye contact. “It won’t happen again.”
“Of course it won’t happen again. You’re on suspension without pay until further notice.”
“Are you serious?”
“Damn right I’m serious. The only reason I’m not firing you is out of respect for your father. You’re lucky he’s not alive to see what a fuckup you’ve become.”
Fernando looked down at his hands and shut his mouth tight before he opened it and said something that he’d regret. He knew Mr. Olsen was just giving him a hard time so that he’d never make the same mistake again.
“I understand,” Fernando said.
The boss turned away from him, going toward his filing cabinet to get back to work.
“Go home,” Olsen told him in a softer tone. “Take some time off. Watch some depressing movies or something. Then I want you to think about what it really means to be a Stressman. I can’t use you unless your head’s in the game.”
Fernando nodded. Then he left the room. The last thing he wanted to do was think about what it really meant to be a Stressman. That kind of thinking was what weakened his resolve in the first place.



CHAPTER TWO
BACKBONE


That night, Fernando went for a few beers at Backbone Tavern which was located in the center of Old Gloomy’s spine. Thick, coarse hair grew from the ground like bamboo here, covering the hard mountainous ridges that jutted out of the earth like boulders of bone.
“Keep them coming,” Fernando said to the bartender, as he guzzled down the dog-tear brews.
Everyone in the place was giving him dirty looks. They knew the earthquake that day was his fault. They could tell by the way he was drinking in his profoundly guilty manner. Normally the customers were very respectful and proud of their neighborhood Stressman, but whenever Old Gloomy did something wrong they’d all turn on him in an instant, quick to make him a target of abuse. Not even the bartender would talk to him when he ordered his drinks.
“What a disgrace…” He thought he heard somebody say. “Stressmen these days just aren’t what they used to be.”
He wasn’t sure if that was something somebody was really saying or if his subconscious was altering their words. Either way, Fernando didn’t look at them. He just kept drinking.
The beer served in many Gloomville taverns were brewed using Gloomy’s tears instead of water. It gave the brew a thick, rich flavor, which most people found to be unpleasant. Personally, Fernando loved the flavor of the salty wheat beer as long as he didn’t think too hard about how he was drinking fermented body fluids that leaked from a giant mammal. But whether the flavor was good or bad didn’t matter. The point of brewing with Old Gloomy’s tears was because it was believed to cause sadness in those who consumed them. Since happiness was not socially acceptable in Gloomville, bartenders had to be extra careful about what kind of liquor they served. They wanted their customers to become sad-drunk, not happy-drunk.
When Fernando’s sister arrived at the bar, he’d already taken down several beers. However, he was not nearly as drunk as he wanted to be. She glared at him with her penetrating librarian eyes.
“How have you been, Little Bro?” Bethany asked in her precise, condescending manner. She wiped the snowball-sized dog dander from her business skirt and sat down beside him. “I see you’ve gotten started without me.”
Bethany was not too happy to see so many empty beer glasses on her brother’s table. She knew he’d just been suspended from work, but it wasn’t like him to solve his problems with alcohol.
“How long have you been here?” she asked.
“Long enough to get cut off if I was in any other bar,” he said.
She snapped her thin pointy fingers at the bartender and ordered a drink using her own version of sign language. Then she looked back at her brother. “When did you become so pathetic?”
He tossed the rest of his beer down his throat. “About two hours ago.”
“Well, you’re thirty years old. You should start acting like it.”
“I’m not thirty yet.”
“You will be at Midnight.”
The bartender brought Bethany her drink and another for Fernando.
“Happy Birthday to me,” he said, raising his eyebrows as he brought the fresh beer to his lips.
“You know why I wanted to meet you today, don’t you?”
“I know it wasn’t to give me a birthday present.”
“You made a promise to me and I’m here to make sure you keep it.”
“What promise was that?”
Bethany took the tiniest sip of her beverage and wrinkled her lips at the flavor.
“Don’t play dumb with me,” she said. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. You’ve promised me for years that once you turned thirty you would register with the Matchmaking Bureau.”
Fernando sighed and dropped his head to the table. “This again…”
“Yes, this again.”
He raised his head and took a long sip. He was too drunk and emotionally exhausted to be having this conversation. “I said I’d do it once I was in my thirties. Not on my thirtieth birthday.”
“Well, once Midnight comes you’ll be in your thirties.”
He held up his hands. “Look, I’ll think about it. That’s the best you’re going to get out of me right now. I don’t have time to deal with the Matchmaking Bureau and all that bullshit.”
“Actually, now that you’re indefinitely suspended I believe it’s a perfect time to register with the Matchmaking Bureau.”
Fernando shook his head. “I’m not doing it. No way.”
“Well, you don’t have a choice. I’ve already set up an appointment for you.”
He raised his voice. “Are you kidding me?”
The other patrons of the bar looked over at them, but he didn’t care.
Bethany pulled the paperwork out of her briefcase. “The fee, as you know, wasn’t cheap. Consider it your birthday present.”
“That’s the worst present you’ve ever given me.”
“It’s the only birthday present I’ve ever given you. But it’s also the best you could ever receive. You’ll thank me for it later.”
“I can’t believe you’re doing this to me. Are you sure you can’t push the date back? To next Fall maybe?”
“No, you have to go tomorrow. Otherwise, you owe me two thousand dollars for the fee. If you don’t want to go that’s fine, but I’ll expect a check by the end of the week.”
Fernando had to laugh. Even though it was not a happy laugh, the bartender gave him a dirty look for laughing in his cheer-free establishment.
“They’ll fit you with a mold in the morning and if your matchmate is in the system, which I’m sure she’ll be, then you’ll know who you’re destined to be with by the afternoon.”
“I’m not ready to start a family.”
“You don’t have to start a family right away. If you don’t like her you don’t have to start a family at all. But it’s important to get yourself in the system.”
“Why? If I’m not interested in starting a family then what’s the point?”
“You’re not going to do it for you. You’re going to do it for her. I know what it’s like to wait for my matchmate. Somewhere out there is a poor girl who’s been waiting her entire life for you. She can’t marry anyone else. She can’t have children with anyone else. She can only be with you. She probably registered when she was eighteen years old like most girls do. And ever since then she’s been waiting to learn who she was meant to spend her life with. You’ve seen those depressed girls in the Matchmate Bureau commercials. That’s how I was for years. It was like I was living in limbo until Harry finally registered.”
Fernando had gotten lectured a thousand times before. Usually, he just ignored her. This time he tried to argue. “But she could have died as a child for all I know. Or she could live on the other side of the world. Or she could be in love with another man even if he’s not her matchmate.”
“Yeah, and if that’s the case you’ll be off the hook. But you need to register so you know for sure. You just can’t leave that girl hanging any longer.”
“But what if I don’t like her?”
“I was worried about that too before I met Harry, but look at us now. We’re perfect for each other.”
“You said you didn’t like him the first time you met him.”
“Well, not when I first laid eyes on him. He was out of shape and had horrible fashion sense. But that was just superficial. By the end of our first date, I could feel the connection between us. I knew we were two parts of the same whole.”
Fernando looked down at his drink. Bethany placed her hand on his.
“Trust me, you’ll like her,” she said. “Even if you don’t want to like her, you’ll like her. You won’t have a choice. You were literally made for each other.”
“But that’s the problem…”
Bethany took her hand away. She didn’t like his new tone.
He said, “If I like her then I’ll be tempted to get married. I don’t want to get married. That’s why I don’t want to register. I was hoping that if I pushed it off long enough my matchmate would eventually move on with her life. We’d never have to meet. I would never be tempted to be with her.”
“You’d rather spend your life alone?”
“It’s not that I want to be alone…” Fernando had to pause to take a drink. “I just don’t want to ruin the girl’s life.”
“Aside from not registering, how could you ruin the girl’s life?”
Fernando shrugged. “I’m a Stressman. I need to fill my life with misery and sadness. There’s no room to be happy. I don’t want to do that to a girl. I don’t want her to have to go through what Mom went through.”
“So that’s what this is all about? You think you’ll end up like Mom and Dad?”
“People in my profession shouldn’t marry. If Dad wasn’t a Stressman, then maybe Mom…”
“What?” Bethany raised her voice. “You think Mom killed herself because Dad was a Stressman?”
“Of course she did.”
“Dad had nothing to do with it. Mom was a chronically depressed person long before she met Dad. Just ask Grandma. They were perfect for each other because Dad was a Stressman.”
“But I don’t want a relationship like theirs.”
“Well, maybe you weren’t meant to be a Stressman. Did you ever think of that?”
Fernando didn’t respond to that question.
“You were suspended from work,” she said. “You keep complaining about not being as good a Stressman as Dad. Maybe you’ve chosen the wrong path in life.” She pushed the paperwork closer to him. “Go to the Matchmaking Bureau tomorrow. Meet your matchmate. Perhaps she’ll help put you on the right course.”
Fernando looked at the papers for a second. Then put them back down and drunkenly shook his head. “No. I’m a Stressman. I don’t want to get married.”
Bethany stood from her seat. “Then explain to her that you don’t want to get married. You owe that much to her.” Then she stormed out of the bar.
Fernando ordered himself another drink and used the paperwork as a coaster. In order to get his sister off his back, he would make his appointment at the Matchmaking Bureau. But if the girl he was supposedly destined to spend his life with wanted to meet him, she was sorely mistaken. The most she was going to get out of him was a phone call.



CHAPTER THREE
MATCHMATES


Centuries ago, human beings had the ability to mate with anyone they wanted to, even those they didn’t particularly like. They didn’t have matchmates back then. The closest concept to a matchmate was someone they called a soulmate—the one person you were destined to be with. Very few people ever found their soulmates during their lifetime. So few, in fact, that the idea of soulmates was more of a myth. Those who thought there was one perfect person they were destined to be with were only destined for disappointment.
But over time, mankind evolved in a very peculiar way. Men and women became incapable of breeding with anyone other than their intended soulmate. This was because there was a change in the shape of human genitalia. The penis evolved into the shape of a key. The vagina had taken the form of a lock. And every one of them had a unique configuration. So there was only one male for every female, only one key that fit each lock.
Fernando Mendez, after twelve years of putting it off, was finally going to see which lock his key was designed for. He was in the lobby of the Matchmaking Bureau—a centuries-old organization that was in the business of finding people’s matchmates. Fernando couldn’t wait to get it all over with. He cursed his sister for putting him through such a humiliating ordeal.
“Wait… what exactly do you want me to do?” Fernando asked, holding up the bucket of putty.
The lady with the orange curly hair rolled her eyes at Fernando and let out a patronizing groan. She had been nice to all the young men and women who were in line before him, but she became a complete bitch the second she saw Fernando. Perhaps it was because he was a decade older than everyone else registering. Many people in modern society hated those who, as they say, “hide their keys.”
“How many times do I have to repeat myself?” she said, tapping her long sparkly nails on her desk. “Take these pills, then—”
“Wait, you didn’t say anything about pills before?”
She took a small paper cup of pills from behind her desk and handed them to Fernando, glaring at him as if it were his fault she forgot to give them to him. “They make sure you keep an erection during the molding process.”
“When do they kick in?”
“If you came in when you were younger you probably wouldn’t have needed the pills.”
“That didn’t answer my question.”
“Once your erection is set, place your key into the molding bucket. Wait an hour until the putty hardens. Then go see the doctor to get it cut off.”
“You cut it off?”
She rolled her eyes again. “Just the mold. Not your key, of course.”
Fernando looked down at the bucket of putty. “Of course…”


A doctor guided Fernando to a private room where he could create the mold, but the room turned out to be not quite as private as he’d been led to believe. It was full of naked guys, sitting in a circle with putty buckets on their crotches.
“Great…” Fernando said.
There was something awkward about sitting in a room with a bunch of naked guys with erections, especially when you’re the only one in the group who felt awkward about it. The other guys, all college-aged, sat back and relaxed as if they were in a sauna, watching porn on the television screen in the corner.
Fernando sat down on a bench between two large sweaty guys and took his pants down to his knees. That was as naked as he planned to get. His erection didn’t come right away. He had to just sit there, holding the bucket in his lap, pretending he had his penis inside the putty. It was too awkward to sit there without the bucket in his lap.
“That bitch’s lock looks tight, yo,” said the teen sitting next to Fernando as they watched the porn film on the screen. “I’d unlock the shit out of that.”
Fernando didn’t make eye contact with him.
“I bet my bitch is going to be even hotter than her,” the kid continued. “I just know I’m gonna be matched with a hottie. She’ll have an amazing rack for sure.”
Fernando felt sorry for whichever girl turned out to be that kid’s matchmate.
A lot of young men went to the Matchmaking Bureau as soon as they turned eighteen because they thought it was a surefire way to get laid. This guy was obviously one of them. He was obviously a virgin.
“She’s going to be begging for it,” the teen said.
Fernando tuned him out and watched the television screen. The porn film didn’t do much for him. Most porn films didn’t do much for him. The women in the film stroked the men’s large, bulging keys, rubbing the key shafts between their breasts, rubbing their clits at the top of their locks. It all seemed boring and mechanical.
Whenever non-matchmates, such as those in porn films, attempted sexual intercourse it was usually pretty messy and unsatisfying. Sometimes non-matched keys could fit partially into a lock, but it was a lot of uncomfortable bumping and rubbing that didn’t do much for either party. Anal intercourse and oral sex was the most common method to relieve sexual tension for couples who were not matched. They called non-matched relationships practice couplings—temporary flings for passing time before one finds their true matchmate.
“I hope my bitch is already in the system,” the teen said. “I wanna do some fucking tonight.”
Fernando hoped the kid’s matchmate turned out to be a lesbian.
Most of the time, lesbians were matched with homosexuals, and bisexuals were matched with bisexuals. These unions often resulted in foursome families, where couples of one sexual orientation would join with another, producing children with two mothers and two fathers. But every once in a while a lesbian was matched with a straight male. When such a thing occurred, people questioned whether or not a matchmate really was a person’s perfect mate. But those who had researched such unions always came to the same conclusion—one of the two people in the relationship was denying their true nature.
When the medication finally kicked in, Fernando lifted his bucket and looked down at his key-shaped erection. All penis-keys had unique contours, but Fernando’s had a particularly abnormal form. His key had a curved shape, like a flesh-colored stingray swimming down the head of his dick. He’d never seen a curvy key before. Most keys he’d seen in porn films or photographs looked more like ancient door keys, with square-like configurations sticking out of one side of the tip.
He pressed his key deep into the cold putty. Then he sat there and waited, trying not to make eye contact with any of the naked guys sitting across from him.


When the putty was dry, a doctor cut it off of him, scanned the mold, and uploaded it into their system. He also had to upload a lot of Fernando’s personal information into the system—information he didn’t really want on there. Women legally had the right to access all personal information on their matchmates, from medical records to elementary school report cards. You were left completely vulnerable to them.
Fernando heard hundreds of horror stories about guys like him who refused to marry their matchmates. Their mates would stalk them, lurk outside their homes, follow them to work, trying to wear them down until they finally gave in. And the worst part about it was that the majority of society was all in favor of this kind of stalking. They believed the crazy men and women who resorted to stalking were the victims in these circumstances. Those who refused to start a family with their matchmates were the ones in the wrong.
“How long will it take to find my match?” Fernando asked.
The doctor chewed on the end of his pen as he typed the information into the system. “If she’s in the system it shouldn’t take long. Just let me finish typing you up.”
Fernando waited patiently. He felt a little guilty once he found himself praying his matchmate was dead, but not that guilty. It would’ve made his life a lot easier if he didn’t have to break a woman’s heart.
“And… you’ve got a match!” the doctor said, once the data search was complete.
Fernando didn’t respond. The doctor could tell by the look on his face that he didn’t really care.
“Don’t get too excited…” the doctor said.
“Is she still alive?”
“She sure is.”
Fernando sunk into his seat.
The doctor was about to print out her information for Fernando, but something caught his attention. His eyes locked onto the screen. “Wait a minute…”
“What’s wrong?” Fernando asked.
“This has got to be some kind of error…”
“What?”
“Let me get a network specialist in here,” the doctor said, stepping away from his desk. “I think we got a false match. Just wait here a minute. This happens occasionally.”
Fernando tapped his foot, wondering what the holdup was. The doctor returned with a woman from the tech department who sat down behind the computer and ran a diagnostic.
“There’s nothing wrong with the network,” said the technician. “It looks like the right match.”
“But it can’t be the right match,” said the doctor, who leaned over the woman’s shoulder to take another look.
Fernando was getting worried. “What’s wrong?”
The doctor raised his finger at him. “Just a minute.”
Fernando stayed quiet, trying to remain patient.
The technician shrugged. “I don’t know what to say. There’s nothing else I can do.”
She stood up from the desk and looked at Fernando, “Sorry.”
Fernando didn’t know if the sorry was because she couldn’t solve the problem with the doctor’s computer or if it was to console him for the match. She left the room as quickly as she could.
The doctor printed some papers. His hands were clearly shaking. “I have to examine the molds myself. I don’t trust the computers today. Sorry for the inconvenience.”
Then he left again.


After an hour of waiting around in the doctor’s office, trying to listen in on the many conversations between doctors that sprung up in the hallway, Fernando was finally told what was going on. The doctor sat down in his desk and faced Fernando with a very serious expression on his face.
“I don’t know how to tell you this,” the doctor said. “It’s something that’s never happened before.”
The doctor paused with his mouth open, trying to form the words.
“What?” Fernando said.
“In the three-hundred-year history of the Matchmaking Bureau, a match like this has never emerged. You’re the first.”
“Should I be concerned?”
Fernando was noticeably concerned.
The doctor pressed his lips together tightly, not sure how to respond to the question.
“Just spit it out,” Fernando said. “Who’s my match?”
“It’s not exactly a who,” the doctor said. “It’s more of a what.”
“A what?”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have described her as a what. She is your matchmate after all…” The doctor shook his head, trying to compose himself. “But, you see, the person you’ve been matched with isn’t exactly human.”
“If she’s not a human then what the hell is she? A dog? A rhino?”“No,” the doctor said. “She’s an Ectoparasite.”
Fernando froze in his seat.
“A tick?” Fernando cried.
“We’ve gone through the results a hundred times and there’s no error. For some reason, your human key was designed for a tick woman.”
“Are you messing with me?” Fernando cried. “How is that even possible?”
“I have no idea. Humans and tick people are supposed to have compatible DNA, but a matching like this is completely unprecedented. It’s actually pretty amazing if you think about it.”
“But aren’t Ectoparasites full of diseases?”
The doctor shook his head. “No, no. That’s just a myth. They sometimes carry the diseases if the beasts they infest are diseased, but Old Gloomy is disease-free. If you want to be on the safe side, you should get her cleaned up before bringing her home with you.”
“I’m not bringing her home with me.”
“Either way, it would be perfectly safe for you two to be together… if you choose to be together.”
Fernando took some deep breaths. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
The doctor went to his printer. “Let me print her information out for you, just in case you need it. We don’t collect as much information from Ectoparasites as we do our human customers, but at least you’ll have a name and face. Since she probably doesn’t have a permanent dwelling, you might have to ask around among her people.”
As the doctor handed him the printout, Fernando asked, “This isn’t going to be in the news is it?”
The doctor peeked out of the window.
“Umm…” the doctor said as he scanned the parking lot. “Not yet. But I might have told a few too many people already. Word spreads like wildfire in this town. I’d be surprised if the press doesn’t get wind of the story by the end of the day.”
“I thought you guys weren’t legally allowed to reveal matchmate information to the public.”
“Under normal circumstances, maybe. But this is a special case. It’s history in the making.”
“I don’t want to make history.”
“It’s too late.” The doctor shrugged. “You already did.”



CHAPTER FOUR
PARASITES


Fernando looked down at his matchmate’s papers as he walked home from the Matchmaking Bureau. Her name was Google Pockopa, a pretty common name for a tick woman. How on Earth she was supposed to be his perfect mate was beyond confusion. They were a race of mutants who evolved to feed on giant animals like Old Gloomy. In fact, Fluffville was home to one of the biggest populations of tick people in the country, because it was the only civilization that existed on the back of a dog.
As he walked home, Fernando passed a family of tick people as they burrowed into the dogflesh ground with crustacean-like claws. They had drill-like heads that dug deep into Old Gloomy’s meat so that they could drink his blood. Their round, hard-shelled bodies stuck up in the air as they drank, wiggling their multiple insect legs at him. They were disgusting creatures. Like most people in the city, Fernando rarely even looked at them. He tried to block them out, pretend they didn’t exist.
He locked eyes with one of them. Just for a second and then he looked away, but it was too late. When she saw him looking, she shuffled toward him.
“Can you spare some change, Mister?” the tick mother asked Fernando.
She looked at him with her hard albino skin and big silver eyes. Tick people had human faces and human genitalia, but the majority of their bodies were covered in a rock-hard exoskeleton. Creaky squirming noises came from her lower abdomen, as if her insect parts moved and twitched on their own.
“I’m sorry,” Fernando told the tick lady.
Her children frowned up at Fernando. He patted them on their pointy heads as he walked past, but wouldn’t give them anything.
The tick people lived in small huts made of dog hair. They were spread all over Old Gloomy’s back, living like nomads, which was why some people referred to them as Gloomville Gypsies. Fernando never gave ticks any money because they really didn’t need any. They were capable of surviving on their host animal alone. They usually only wanted money for alcohol.
Although they were once human, they were never treated as human beings. Most cities in the country wouldn’t allow them within city limits. The only reason why Fluffville allowed them was because they added to Old Gloomy’s misery, so the more Ectoparasites living on his back the better. If only the Fluffville citizens never had to look at the disgusting things.
As he walked away from the family of tick people, Fernando looked back at them. Although he had no intention of marrying his matchmate, no matter who she was, he still couldn’t help but be upset over his pairing. It made him feel less of a person. Stressmen were supposed to be honorable men, better than the average citizen. To think he was equal to an Ectoparasite was a grave insult.
He didn’t want anybody to ever find out about this, but the news van was already outside his house by the time he arrived at home.


Bethany called him the next morning, waking him from a sleep he never wanted to leave.
“So, should I even ask if you went to the Matchmaking Bureau yesterday?” Her voice was as condescending as always.
Fernando groaned into his phone, rubbing the grit out of his eyes. He really wasn’t ready to talk to his sister about it. “Do you know how early it is?”
She raised her voice. “So I’m right. You didn’t go. You better pay me back every penny of that fee. Harry was already pissed I spent that money on you. Once he finds out you never even went he’s going to explode.”
“I went,” Fernando said. But he had to say it twice before she shut up. “I did what you asked.”
“Really? You know I can call the Bureau and make sure you’re not lying.”
“I went. I wish I didn’t. I’ll never forgive you for making me go there, but I went.” He coughed morning phlegm from his throat. “Leave me alone about it.”
“Really? You actually did it?”
Fernando sat up from his bed and stretched his arms. “Yeah.”
“I didn’t expect that.” Her mood was almost cheery. “So who’s your matchmate? Is she pretty? Did you contact her yet?”
Fernando stood up and yawned into the phone. Then he looked through his window. The reporters were still out there.
“I’m guessing you didn’t see the news today,” he said.
“Don’t change the subject.”
“I’m not changing the subject. They talked about who I was matched with on the news.”
“Why would they announce that on the news? Are you matched with the mayor’s daughter or something?”
“I wish…”
“Then who?”
Fernando could hear her flipping through channels through the phone, looking for some sign of her brother on the local stations.
“You really don’t want to know.”
The sister found a channel that was showing the outside of Fernando’s house. “Hey, you’re on live.”
Fernando looked outside and saw a camera pointing at him.
“Hey, there you are!” his sister said as she saw his head peeking out of his window on the television.
Fernado hid inside and pushed the curtain closed so tight that not even a pinhole of light could shine through. Then he realized he should get clothed straight away.
“So what’s this all about?” Bethany asked.
Fernando decided to tell her before the news got a chance to.
“My matchmate isn’t human,” he said, pulling his pants on.
“What?”
“I was matched with one of those Ectoparasites.”
His sister went silent. She was listening more intently on what they were saying on the news.
“It’s disgusting, embarrassing, and I have no idea how it’s even possible, but it’s true. My matchmate is a tick woman.”
“You can’t marry a tick!” Bethany cried.
“Of course I won’t marry her.”
“Promise me you won’t marry her.”
“I don’t even want to marry a human.”
“This is horrible. I’m so sorry…” She was almost in tears. She seemed more upset about it than Fernando. It was as if he told her that he had a terminal disease.
“You should be. It’s your fault.”
“How is it my fault?”
“You made me go to the Matchmaking Bureau.”
“So? It’s not my fault you got matched with a tick. You’re the freak with the Ectoparasite-shaped key.”
“But I would have never known if you didn’t force me to go.”
“Fine. It’s my fault. But what are you going to do about it?”
“I’m not doing anything about it. I’m hiding in my room.”
“But they’re making fun of you on the news. They’re talking as if you’re already married to the woman and creating sketches of what your children might look like.”
“I don’t care. I just want everyone to leave me alone.”
“You have to tell them you have no intention of marrying the tick woman.”
“I already did. They don’t care.”
“Look, I have to go to work,” Bethany said. “Don’t give anyone a reason to believe that you have the slightest desire to marry the creature. And whatever you do don’t go to see her.”
“I have no intention of going to see her.”
“I’m serious. Avoid her completely.”
“I will.”


For a week, Fernando was hassled by reporters from all over the world, asking him dozens of questions about how they will live together and what he thinks it will be like to be married to the mutant creature. But the story eventually went cold when he refused to meet his matchmate or divulge any information about her. When their vans drove away and everyone stopped trying to talk to him about his pairing, he thought the whole ordeal was finally over. He could finally go back to his old life. Things would be normal again. But things weren’t normal. Nothing about his pairing was normal.
Once he was alone, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He couldn’t stop pondering why he was chosen to breed with a parasite. What horrible thing did he do in his past to give him such bad luck. It was better for him, he knew, to be matched with somebody he had no desire to be with. The temptation to marry her was out of the question. Not even his sister would urge him to start a family now. But, still, the fact that his matchmate wasn’t human made him more curious about her than he was before going to the Matchmaking Bureau. He wondered who she was or what she was like. Was she the most disgusting mutant in Gloomville or was she more human than other tick people? He wanted to know what made her his perfect match.
He realized that he had to meet her. Just once. Whether he liked it or not, she was a part of him. They were two parts of the same whole, as they always say. He needed to know what she looked like. He needed to know where she lived and what her life was like as an Ectoparasite. The curiosity was too great. All he had to do was meet her once, even if he just saw her from a distance, then his curiosity would be satisfied. Then he would be able to move on.
He didn’t know where she lived since the gypsy-like parasites didn’t have addresses, but he knew where the largest population of Ectoparasites lived. There was a place known as The Cluster high on Old Gloomy’s neck where a densely populated community of tick people could be found. Some tick people lived there for generations, eating and breeding beneath Gloomy’s patches of hair, only departing from the area once in their lifetime to be tested in the Ectoparasite branch of the Matchmaking Bureau.
When Fernando left his home, he found himself shaking. He was nervous, but he wasn’t sure exactly why. It could have been due to the fact that he had to go to a side of town that most humans avoided. The Cluster was considered the worst slum of Fluffville and one of the most dangerous areas in town. Ectoparasites were known to attack humans that entered their territory, especially when in close vicinity to one of their nests. They also hassled humans for money and on some occasions mugged them for their belongings.
But that wasn’t Fernando’s biggest fear. He was also nervous about meeting his matchmate. There was a strange anticipation that was making him sick to his stomach, the kind of anticipation that everyone felt when they were about to meet their matchmates. He was nervous about what he would say to the tick woman if he actually spoke to her. He had to come up with a good reason why he didn’t want to be with her. He didn’t want to feel like a jerk and tell her that she was too ugly and disgusting to be with.
He was also afraid of what would happen if he actually was attracted to her in some strange way. They had human faces so it was possible that she was pretty.
He really hoped she wasn’t pretty.



CHAPTER FIVE
THE CLUSTER


“I’m looking for this woman,” Fernando said to the first tick man he came across as he entered The Cluster, holding up a picture of his matchmate.
The old insect looked at Fernando, then at the picture. Then he spewed a gray fluid down his wiry black beard. The tick man didn’t speak English. Not many ticks spoke English, especially those that lived in The Cluster.
“Have you seen her?” Fernando asked.
The old tick man spewed more fluid, spraying a metallic odor into Fernando’s face. It was so pungent he had to back away. Ectoparasites had their own strange language that they spoke. It was not comprised of words, it was a language of smells. They communicated by spraying fluids from glands growing on various parts of their bodies, each smell communicating a different expression. The stronger the smell, the louder they spoke.
Fernando had no idea what the old tick man was saying, but because the words were so odorous he could tell that he was practically yelling at him. When Fernando stepped away from the cranky insect, the creature turned and scuttled away like a crab.
“I’m sorry…” Fernando said, but he had no idea what he was apologizing for.
As he walked through The Cluster, it was like he was in another world. Gloomy’s hair grew tall on this side of town, like he was walking through a brown forest. There were no streets or sidewalks, just soft fleshy ground dotted by hundreds of boulder-sized scabs. Everywhere Fernando looked, there were small huts made of fur. And the population was dense. Thousands of tick people surrounded him. Many were upside-down with their heads buried into the dogflesh, their butts sticking straight into the air. Others were up in the hair-trees, clutching onto them like lice, as if trying to get away from the overpopulated neighborhood below.
Everywhere he went, Fernando was attacked by clouds of aromatic speech. He couldn’t tell if the tick people were trying to speak to him or if they were having conversations with each other. His skin crawled whenever he touched them, their thick beetle-like shells rubbing a greasy stink into his clothes, their spiky insect limbs cutting scratches into his soft human flesh.
They spewed harsh smell-words at him whenever he asked them about his matchmate. After an hour of this, his clothes were coated in all sorts of fragrant conversations. He wondered if tick people knew the history of each other’s conversations based on the smells they carried with them. It must’ve been impossible for them to cheat on their wives.
Only a few ticks he came across could actually speak English, but they couldn’t help him at all. There were so many Ectoparasites in that area of town that they couldn’t possibly all know each other. But for some reason, he was never discouraged. He was disgusted with every step he took in The Cluster and couldn’t wait until he could finally leave, but he was patient. He didn’t mind how long it took. He was not going to stop looking until he found the creature he was matched with.
There was just one woman who recognized the picture. She was older and more intelligent than the other tick people in the neighborhood and could speak English fluently. Outside of her hair-hut, which was only large enough for her to squeeze her body into when she needed to sleep, she stared at him, twitching her antennae back and forth. She said the woman in the photo was one of her thirty-six living daughters.
“You’re the man the reporters told me about,” said the old tick woman.
Her human face was wrinkled and covered in dried dog blood. Her exoskeleton was also wrinkled; it was gray and brittle, almost soggy. She smelled diseased and rotten. She was the most disgusting tick woman he’d ever met. He couldn’t believe that she was the mother of his perfect mate.
“Yeah, how did you know?”
“They came here looking for my daughter as you came to look for her.”
Fernando was thrown off by what she just said. He had no idea the reporters knew who his matchmate was. They’d been trying to get that information out of him for days. He wondered if one of them secretly paid somebody at the Matchmaking Bureau to give up that information.
“What did you tell them?”
“Nothing. Just as I’m going to tell you nothing.”
She squirted a noxious cloud of bile at him, as if cursing him in her native tongue. Fernando had coughed and choked on her odor, then stepped back and covered his mouth.
“I think it’s sick that you were matched with my daughter,” she told him. “It’s unnatural. Our kind should never be paired in such a way. We were not meant to interbreed.”
Fernando coughed and waved her stink away.
“I agree,” he said. “I don’t want to be matched with her either. I just want to meet her and explain to her why we shouldn’t be together.”
The tick lady squinted at Fernando. “No, you’re lying. I can tell.”
“I’m not lying.”
“Your human words tell me one thing but your smells tell me another,” she said.
“I don’t smell.”
“It’s very faint, but I can read your human smells. They are not much different than our smells, only you speak in muffled whispers. Your smells are saying that you want a mate.”
Fernando shook his head at her. “I don’t care what my smells are saying. I don’t want a mate. And if I did, it wouldn’t be with a filthy bug.”
She flared at him with her cold eyes and raised a pincher at him in an almost threatening way.
“My daughters are not filthy bugs,” she said.
Fernando tried not to offend her again.“I’m sorry. She’s not a filthy bug. The point is I don’t want to have anything to do with her. I just want to meet her once and then I’ll never see her again.”
“You can live without meeting her.”
“Have you told her about me yet? Does she know a human is her matchmate?”
“No,” she said. “I don’t plan to tell her anything. She will never know a human is her matchmate.”
“But don’t you think she would want to know? It would be cruel for her to go her whole life wondering who her matchmate is.”
“It’s better she never knows than end up forming a vile union with you.”
“I agree, but that will never happen. I promise.”
Fernando couldn’t believe he was arguing so much. He didn’t know why he was so desperate to meet his tick matchmate. He wondered if what the woman smelled on him was true, maybe he did have some kind of deep instinctual urge to mate with something, anything, even a filthy bug, and he just didn’t realize it. But, more likely, she was just sensing his sexual repression. He hadn’t had sex with anyone for years and rarely even masturbated. Anyone could tell that he was in need of sexual release. But that didn’t mean anything. He’d rather relieve the tension through masturbation than sex with an insect. Or he’d rather do what lonely old perverts did and cut a penis-sized hole in the warm meat ground and fuck that. Though it was something he would never actually do, it was still preferable to having sex with a tick woman.
He paused, changed his voice to a calmer tone, then said, “Look, I just want to meet her and get it over with. I need closure. Otherwise, I’m worried she might show up on my doorstep someday. All she has to do is go to the Matchmaking Bureau and they’ll tell her where I live.”
The old woman paused for a moment to think about that.
Fernando continued, “She’ll find out eventually. There’s nothing you can do to stop that. Don’t you think it would be better to get it over with now?”
The woman frowned and sprayed a potato-bug odor at him, as if she hated that she couldn’t come up with an argument for him.
“You’re not going to stop until you find her, are you?” she asked.
“Nope. I have all the time in the world.”
“And you swear that you don’t want to be with her? No matter what your smells say?”
“After I meet her, I have no intention of ever speaking to her again. No offense, but I’d rather die than marry your daughter.”
“Good,” she said. “Because I, too, would rather you die than marry my daughter. And I’ll make sure that happens if I ever see the two of you together after this day.”
Fernando nodded in agreement. “So you’re going to tell me where I can find her?”
“I’ll tell you where she lived the last time I saw her five years ago.”
“She doesn’t live in The Cluster?”
“Not since she was a teenager.”


It was dark by the time Fernando finally found Google Pockopa, his parasitic matchmate. She lived far away from other Ectoparasites, in the art district on Old Gloomy’s lower back. Her hut made of dog hair was similar to the one her mother lived in, but it was placed between two dumpsters, in an alley behind a record shop.
“Hello?” Fernando asked as he entered the alleyway.
It was where her mother said Google would be. The old woman mentioned that her daughter lived there because she liked listening to the music that issued from the record shop next door, swaying to the classical violin concertos they played in the morning and tapping her crustacean-like claws to the bouncy pop music they played in the afternoon. It was like a hobby to her, which her mother felt was a bit eccentric since most tick people didn’t have hobbies outside of eating and breeding.
“Hello?” Fernando called out again. “I’m looking for Google Pockopa.”
He didn’t see anyone in the alley, but he could tell the tick woman was still living there. He found her hair-hut between the dumpsters. The ground was covered in scabs and mounds of black crusty feces.
“Are you here? Your mother told me where I could find you.”
Then he saw her hiding behind the corner, peeking out at him. Her antennae wiggling like curious puppy tails.
“I wanted to meet you,” he said.
She ducked behind the wall when he stepped closer.
“I’m not going to hurt you.”
When he went around the corner to see her, she curled inward like a roly-poly, closing herself up inside her outer shell to protect her soft human parts. She had paint sprayed on her back, dents and scars covering the insect sections of her body. It was obvious that she’d been abused. He imagined it had to be the work of hooligan teenagers who probably went into her alley and threw rocks at her for fun.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
She flinched at his words and hid deeper into her shell. As he examined her wounded body, Fernando became more and more angry at what had been done to her. He wanted to find those street kids and throw rocks at them, show them what it felt like to be hurt in such a horrible way. But, as he had these thoughts, he was surprised that he was so offended. He knew she was just a pathetic bug, she was just trash, no better than a stray dog. But, still, somewhere deep inside he knew she was a part of him. And it pissed him off knowing that somebody had been hurting a part of him.
“I’ve come to talk to you,” he said. He pulled out his papers from the Matchmaking Bureau and showed them to her. “For some strange reason, we’ve been matched.”
As he held out the papers, she peeked out of her shell. She looked confused, but he wasn’t sure if she was confused by what he said or if she was confused that he was a human who didn’t want to beat her. She squirted a pine-flavored scent at him.
“I’m your matchmate.”
As Fernando said this, she looked at the paper and then looked up at him. She didn’t seem to be able to speak English, she couldn’t read the words printed on the paper, but she still recognized her file from the Matchmaking Bureau. She understood what it meant.
“Mate?” she asked.
Her voice was slow and crackly, like that of a deaf woman. It was obvious she didn’t use her human vocal chords very often. She only knew a few words.
“Yes,” Fernando said. “We’re matchmates.”
As Fernando said this, she opened her shell and a warm, buttery aroma drifted toward him. It was a comforting, welcoming smell. He had no idea what she was trying to say with that smell, but if he had to guess he’d say she was expressing how happy she was that she finally found her home. Obviously, he didn’t like it.
“My name is Fernando Mendez,” he said.
Then he paused. She stood up, her shell wide open, coming closer to him to investigate the human she was matched with. Now that she was exposed, he could finally get a good look at her. She was definitely different from other Ectoparasites, but not at all more human. Her head was round instead of drill-shaped, like she was wearing an exoskeleton helmet with antennae sticking out the top. Her skin was softer and paler than that of a normal tick woman, probably from living in a dark alleyway where the sun never shined.
“Mentis,” she said, trying to repeat his name.
Her face was not very pretty. Fernando was happy for that. He didn’t know what he would do if he thought she had a pretty face. Because she didn’t have human hair or makeup, she didn’t look very feminine and Fernando was only attracted to the most feminine women. Although she had sexy, heart-shaped lips and big dark brown eyes, he thought she looked too much like a little boy. He hated women that had that little boy look to them.
However, though she didn’t have a pretty face Fernando still felt attracted to her—or at least parts of her. She had unusually large breasts for a tick woman, breasts that seemed to ooze out of her shell, dangling over her insect appendages, the kind of breasts that you could only find in Japanese comic books. Although they were white as paper with nearly invisible areolas, he couldn’t take his eyes off of them. They didn’t seem to belong on such a disgusting insect body.
“I’ve only come to tell you that we were matched,” Fernando told her as she wiggled her antennae at him. “But I’m not interested in being with you. I just wanted to meet you and let you know that I don’t want to form a relationship.”
She discharged gray fluids from her lower abdomen, releasing more of the buttery smell. The closer she got to him, the stronger the scent. They were trying to communicate with each other, but neither knew what the other was saying.
“I’m sorry, but I have no interest in starting a family, especially not with a…” Fernando lost himself as she looked at him with her dark brown eyes. “Anyway, I thought you should know, just in case you were waiting for your matchmate all these years. You can finally move on.”
He could tell what he was saying wasn’t getting through to her. She sprayed him with a sweet flowery tequila odor. It was almost flirtatious.
“How do I explain myself…” he said.
Then he looked her in the eyes again and realized meeting this woman was a terrible mistake. He could tell she was desperate. She had been all alone for so long, treated horribly by humans and probably treated as a freak by her own kind due to her unusual features. The excited look in her eyes was not only because she’d finally found her mate, but because she’d found her hero—the person who would take her away from her life of misery. It was so pathetic that he couldn’t help but feel like such a horrible person for not being willing to give her what she so desperately needed.
“We can’t be together,” he said. Then he thought of the one word he knew that she understood. “No mate. Do you understand? No mate.”
“Matchmate…” she said.
She grabbed his arms with her crustacean-like pinchers, almost like she was trying to hug him. The warm, buttery smell oozed out of her skin and soaked into his t-shirt as she pressed herself against him.
“No,” Fernando said. “No matchmate.”
He pushed away from her and shook his head, trying to get her to understand that he was rejecting her. She just stared at him, unable or unwilling to understand. Fernando looked down at her vagina. He didn’t want to, but curiosity got the better of him. He wanted to know how it was even possible for her lock to be the perfect match for his key. Her vagina was on the insect part of her body. It was a dark crusty mucus-filled hole on her lower abdomen. He couldn’t believe that his human penis could possibly be shaped to unlock it. Just the idea of it was disgusting. He was beginning to feel sick.
But as he imagined turning his key inside of that foul crispy hole, he found himself getting erect. It was out of his control. Something inside of him didn’t care if her lock was disgusting. It was designed for him. It was his nature to want to unlock her.
The tick woman saw his erection and tried to wrap her claws around him again, but he pushed her away. This confused her. He was giving her mixed signals. His body was asking her to embrace him, but his words and actions were refusing her. She didn’t know how to respond.
“Matchmate or no matchmate?” she asked.
Fernando held up the papers and ripped them in half.
“No matchmate,” he said. He tossed the papers aside and broke eye contact with her. “I’m sorry.”
She sprayed him with a toxic, eggy musk. He waved the smell away. It was so strong it burned his eyes. Based on her facial expression, he didn’t think the smell meant she was angry at him for his response. It seemed like she was begging him to reconsider, perhaps asking him but don’t you want to have children someday?
To whatever she said, he shook his head no one last time. Then he turned around and walked out of the alley. He didn’t look back. He just left, trying to hide his erection from the people outside the record shop.



CHAPTER SIX
THE STRAY


It took seven blocks before Fernando realized that the tick woman was following him.
“Go back,” Fernando said. “I don’t want you.”
She stopped, but she did not turn back, wiggling her insect appendages at him. When he turned around to move forward, she continued following him.
“No,” he told her. “Go back. No.”
“Home…” she said.
“No home,” he yelled. “I don’t want you going to my home.”
After spending so many days being hassled by reporters, the last thing he wanted was to have anyone see a tick woman around his house. If one of his neighbors saw her, they’d probably get the media back on his doorstep within the hour.
“Go away.”
But she didn’t listen. She was persistent. He wished he didn’t get aroused when he was around her. By doing that, it probably convinced her that she still had a chance to be with him. It made her think that part of him was looking for a mate.
“I said go away!”
Fernando picked up a rock and threw it at her. She flinched and closed up her shell, but the rock didn’t come anywhere near where she stood. He didn’t want to hurt her. He just wanted to scare her away. It didn’t work.
He moved forward a few feet. Whenever he found a rock, he would pick it up and throw it at her. She would hide in her shell for a moment. But once he turned around, she would come out of her shell and hurry after him. After a while, Fernando stopped throwing rocks. Not only because it did not prove effective, but also because it was very difficult to find rocks on top of a giant dog. The rocks he did find were mostly just chunks of asphalt.
“Are you going to follow me all the way home?” he asked.
She wiggled her antennae.
Fernando shook his head and moved on. He tried to pick up his pace, move faster down the road. But Google picked up her pace as well. She scuttled as fast as she could on her six insect legs, shuffling down the road so that she wouldn’t lose Fernando. At first, she was able to keep up. But then Fernando went even faster. He ran at top speed, rushing through the streets as though running from certain death, not looking back for even a second as he escaped the hideous mutant.


It was an hour after he got home when he heard the scratching on his front door. He looked out the window to see her insect shell shifting and oozing with strange fluids. Through the door, he could smell the warm, buttery odor leaking out of her at full strength.
“How the hell did she find me?”
Fernando had lost her. He ran far faster than she could keep up. There was no way she would have been able to find him.
“Mentis?” she said on the other side of the door.
He realized she must have followed his scent. He probably left a scent trail all the way to his house. Either it was his own body smells or maybe she had marked him with a special odor she could follow. Whatever the case, she’d found him and unless he moved far away she would always be able to find him.
“Mentis?” she repeated in her awkward human voice.
He opened the door. She scuttled forward, as if trying to squeeze her way inside, but Fernando left the door open only a crack. He would not allow her entry.
“I told you to go away,” he said.
She wouldn’t go away. She oozed a glue-like smell, as if trying to convince him to give her a chance.
“I find you repulsive,” he said. “Don’t you find me repulsive, too? We’re not the same species. We should not be together.”
She continued oozing different smells, as if speaking as fast as she could. Fernando wasn’t dealing with a normal woman. Humans could be reasoned with. They have intelligence and the ability to resist their primal urges most of the time. But Ectoparasites had very little intelligence. They possessed insect-like brains and were driven purely by instinct. All they cared about was eating and breeding. It wasn’t going to be easy for him to convince her to leave.
“Look, you need to go,” he said, shaking his head as he spoke. “You can’t stay here.”
She sprayed him with more smells, so many that his senses were overwhelmed and they all blurred together into one.
“I don’t want any of my neighbors to see you out here.”
She said, “But Mentis…”
Then she gave him a long face. He could tell she didn’t want to go back to the alley where the humans constantly abused her. Even though he didn’t want to have anything to do with her, he agreed that she should never go back there.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I never should have gone to see you.”
She sprayed him with the buttery odor in such a strong dose that it made his head drift, his muscles loosened. The smell was like a loving embrace. It was like she was hugging him, soothing him with her words.
“Fine,” he said.
He had no idea what she was saying to him with that smell, but apparently she convinced him to let her come inside.
“Get in before any of my neighbors see you out here.”
She shuffled into his house like a monstrous crab, spewing a minty bologna smell at him as if thankful for letting her inside. Fernando didn’t know what he was going to do about her, but he knew if he left her on his porch she would just wait out there until the news vans returned.
He decided he would let her spend the night. Then, the next day, he would visit the tick woman’s mother. The old bug lady could translate for him and convince her daughter to stay away. Then the whole ordeal would finally come to an end.


Fernando was at first worried that the tick woman would misinterpret his gesture as an invitation to mate with him, but once inside she did not try anything. She was respectful. She seemed to be content with checking out what she thought was her new home.
She looked around his house, smelling at all of his furniture, investigating the place with her creepy antennae. She crawled around his carpet face-down, using all six of her insect legs. When she was down on all legs, she didn’t look human at all. Her human features—face, neck, breasts, and belly—were hidden beneath her shell and all he could see was her massive insect body and wiggling antennae. It was like he had a six-foot cockroach scurrying through his home. He’d never seen anything so disgusting.
“You can sleep out here,” he told her, when she sniffed her way through the living room. “We’ll go see your mother in the morning.”
“No eat,” she said, pointing at his floor.
She seemed to be wondering how she was going to feed on Old Gloomy’s blood with his floor covering the flesh-earth.
“If you have to feed you need to go in the backyard,” he said. “You can’t go in the front or people will see.”
She scraped her claws on the carpet, trying to dig through like a dog attempting to bury a bone.
“No,” Fernando said. He pushed on her shell. “Stop it. You’re tearing up the carpet.”
She stopped and looked up at him, wondering why he had such a strange home that covered up the ground.
“Eat,” she said.
Fernando wiped his greasy hands against his thigh. “You’ll have to wait until morning.”
“Eat,” she said.
Fernando sighed. “Fine. Come with me.”
She followed him to the other side of the house. When he opened the sliding glass door, he pointed at a bald patch of ground in the center of his fenced yard. Hair as tall as trees grew along the fence, giving him privacy from his neighbors. He had no problem with her feeding back there.
She just stood in place, looking at him with her dark brown eyes. He realized she wasn’t trying to dig through the floor because she was hungry. She just wanted to know how she was going to live in a house with a covered floor. It was inconvenient for an Ectoparasite.
“Go ahead,” Fernando said. “Eat.”
She watched him for a few more minutes, then looked at the yard. He pointed at the bald spot of ground until she finally went outside.
“Good tick,” he said.
She turned to him with a glare when he said the word tick. She must have had a bad association with the word. Those hooligan teenagers who bullied and assaulted her must have called her that word many times before. She almost seemed offended that her matchmate would use such a cruel term.
“Sorry,” Fernando said. But he really didn’t care too much. He wondered if she would go away if he used the term enough.
Because his matchmate didn’t have a drill-shaped head, she wasn’t able to dig into Old Gloomy’s flesh as easily as normal parasites. She chewed into his meat with her shark-like teeth, ripped open the flesh with her claws, and then squeezed her head deep inside the hole until she could reach the blood.
As her bulbous body hovered in the air, Fernando watched her get plump with blood. He couldn’t imagine the flavor of drinking dog blood. It must have tasted so rusty, so earthy. He’d heard of poor people sometimes carving chunks of flesh from the dog’s back whenever they were desperate for food, but drinking the blood was even more disgusting than that.
Twenty minutes passed and the woman still didn’t stop drinking. Fernando decided it would be best to leave her outside over night. He put a bowl of water out for her, as if she were some kind of stray dog. Then he turned off the lights and closed the sliding glass door.
“Goodnight,” he said.
She stayed out there with her head deep inside the dogflesh, probably unaware that he locked her out as she fed. But Fernando didn’t care. He went to his room and tried to go to sleep before she noticed he was gone.


In the middle of the night, Fernando dreamt that a giant cockroach was crawling on top of him, licking his neck with a forked tongue that smelled of raw shrimp. He woke to see the tick woman staring down at him in the dark, her antennae wiggling over his head.
Fernando jumped up and turned on the light.
“What are you doing in here?” he cried.
She touched him with her pincher. “Sleep…”
“You can’t sleep in here,” he said. “Go back outside.”
Even if she understood what he was saying, she didn’t listen to him. She kissed his neck, licked him with her strange tongue.
“Stop,” Fernando said. But he didn’t do anything to make her stop.
She used her left pincher to cut his pajama shirt, snipping it from the bottom up to the top. Then she sprayed him with the warm, buttery odor. It filled his lungs, calmed him, made him feel comfortable around her. Then she pressed her breasts against his bare chest.
He closed his eyes and tried to forget who or what she was. As she kissed him and rubbed her breasts in a circle against him, she almost seemed like a real woman. His penis grew erect.
“We shouldn’t…” Fernando said.
He knew it was wrong. He knew it was the last thing he should do. But he couldn’t help himself. He lifted his butt into the air so she could cut away his pajama pants.
Naked together, beneath the covers, it almost seemed normal. They were just two people touching each other, warming themselves against each other. But then the fluids came out. These weren’t the same as the usual odorous communication fluids. These were sexual fluids that thickened as the tick woman became aroused.
It oozed from her breasts—an invisible grease that smelled of cooking oil—leaking down Fernando’s chest and belly as she rubbed her nipples in circles against him. The fluid was like some kind of lubricant, allowing their bodies to slip and slide across each other. It even made her hard exoskeleton smoother, less abrasive.
“What the hell’s wrong with me…” Fernando moaned to himself. “What the hell am I doing…”
But he couldn’t pull himself away. His key was pointed at that crusty, lumpy hole in her lower abdomen and no matter how disgusting he thought it was there was a part of him that was begging to unlock it.
“We shouldn’t do this…” Fernando told the insect.
But she wouldn’t listen. She’d been waiting her entire life for this moment. She wasn’t going to back down now.
She rubbed her insect appendages along her lower abdomen, stroking and vibrating against the wiry black hairs. It reminded Fernando of a spider spinning its web around its prey, only he assumed she was stimulating herself, getting herself ready for him.
“I think I should take a cold shower,” Fernando said, trying to get out of the bed before anything really happened.
But she wouldn’t let him leave. She grabbed his upper arm with her pincher, squeezing firmly yet delicately, pulling him back toward her. When she was finished rubbing her lower section, the exoskeleton swelled open like a mouth lined with black needle-like teeth. Then the mucus flowed out. It was a fishy yellowish-white substance with the consistency of tapioca pudding. It oozed out of her in baseball-sized discharges, rolling down her insect thighs and abdomen, making glugging, smacking sounds as it poured. Fernando was terrified of it, disgusted by it, but not as terrified or disgusted by the fact that it made him more aroused. He still wanted to put his key inside. He still wanted to see what it would be like.
Though the smell attacked his nose, he didn’t resist as she rubbed the creamy custard across his legs and belly. He just laid back and watched as she scuttled on top of him, covering him with her shell. Then his penis disappeared into that gooey mess. At first, it was bumpy and prickly inside. It felt as though giant balls of tapioca shifted and tightened around his member.
Then the magic happened. The thing his body had been craving since the moment he laid eyes on the creature. His key went all the way inside the lock. Fernando gasped. He was surprised how much it really was a perfect fit. Every groove, every angle, every curve of his key was identical to those in her lock. It fit better than a glove. No matter how disgusting the bug woman was to him, their sex organs really were designed for each other.
Fernando felt his key turning inside of her, his foreskin moving counterclockwise around his penis, all on its own, unlocking the tick woman’s vagina. When it shifted all the way around, there was a slight popping sensation. Then his key went deeper inside her body, burrowing through new areas of mucus and lumpy flesh.
As they made love, Fernando lost himself in ecstasy, burying himself in the sticky grossness. Although their sex organs were a perfect fit, Fernando quickly learned that the rest of their bodies were not built to mate with each other. The tick’s exoskeleton was like a baseball bat hammering Fernando’s soft human skin as they thrust into each other. The wiry hairs on her lower abdomen poked him like cactus needles. Her insect legs were like crowbars wrapped in barbed wire, slicing his flesh open as she gripped him tightly. He bled, his bones were bruised, but he wouldn’t stop.
He held her closely, wrapped in her thorny arms, as she curled her shell around him like a roly-poly. He couldn’t see anything any more, encased in her body, buried in her moist smells. She held him safely inside of her, licking his face, wanting to be unlocked over and over again.



CHAPTER SEVEN
BROKEN HOME


In the morning, Fernando could hardly get out of his bed. It hurt to move. His body was torn up, covered in scratches, abrasions, and a few deep gashes along his inner thighs. The fishy mucus covering his body had congealed into a thick crust, gluing his body hairs together, infecting his wounds. His penis was buried under a mound of the tick woman’s creamy vagina pudding. His sheets were saturated in black slime.
A variety of strong odors discharged from his bed as he sat up, as if the smells were supposed to be some kind of love letter the tick woman left for him. She was nowhere to be seen, but there were signs of her everywhere. His walls were scratched up, as if she was trying to peel down all of the wall paper. Both lamps were in pieces on the floor. A trail made of some kind of foul-smelling oily substance went from the bathroom to the bed to the bedroom door.
“What the hell…”
Fernando realized what a horrible mistake he’d made allowing the woman to enter his home. He knew he needed to get rid of her as soon as possible. There was a good reason why Ectoparasites did not live inside of human homes. They were vermin.
“Gross…”
When he saw himself in the bathroom mirror, the thick custard dangling from his key, he thought back to every little detail of the sex he had the night before. He remembered sliding his key into that black, lumpy pus sack, ignoring how disgusting it all was. But he was aroused then. Now that he was sober, the thought of what he did made him nauseous.
After puking three times into the sink, he hopped in the shower and washed the creature’s stink from his body. The hot water burned away the itchiness from his wounds and melted the crust from his crotch. The water pooling in the tub below turned a dark brown. He didn’t want to leave the shower. It was soothing and warm. He didn’t want to have to face the tick woman again.


The rest of his house was in even worse shape than the bedroom. The sliding glass door was shattered. The walls were covered in some kind of black fluid that had hardened into a cocoon. And the living room floor was gone. The tick woman had ripped away the carpet and cracked open the concrete foundation to expose a patch of dogflesh where she could feed.
When Fernando saw the tick woman with her head buried in the floor, her abdomen in the air, he thought he was going to be sick again. He sat down on the couch, trying not to get any mucus on his clean pants, and just stared at the creature until she was finished with her breakfast.
“Are you done?” he asked.
She replied with a burnt sugar odor.
In the daylight, the tick was even more grotesque than she was the previous night. Even her human parts, her face and large breasts, were ugly to Fernando.
“Good, because we’re leaving.”
The tick woman went to him and wiggled her antennae. She placed a blood-wet pincher into his hand and stared at him with her big brown eyes. Then she sprayed a baked bread odor at him, which Fernando translated to mean that she was happy and never wanted to leave him.
“I’m taking you to your mother today. She agrees with me that we don’t belong together. Hopefully she’ll be able to talk some sense into you.”
But she had no idea what she was saying. She was convinced that she had finally found her mate and would live there with him for the rest of her life. It wasn’t going to be easy to get rid of her.


There was a knock at the door and Fernando leapt from his seat, pushing the tick woman away from him. She sprayed him with three angry odors as he shoved her into the bedroom. He thought for sure it was going to be the media again, assuming one of his neighbors had to have seen the Ectoparasite around his house and called the press.
But it wasn’t the press. It was even worse. It was his sister.
“Fernando?” Bethany said through the door. “I know you’re home. Open up.”
Fernando couldn’t let his sister know about the tick woman. He couldn’t let her inside. But he knew her. He knew she would push her way in if he opened the door. So he left through the backyard and walked around the house to greet her out front.
“What are you doing here?” he asked, walking through his furry lawn toward her.
“I came to check up on you. What were you doing in your back yard?”
Fernando shrugged. He didn’t have time for a good lie. “I was about to do some yard work. Pull weeds.”
“You? Do yard work?”
“I don’t have anything better to do,” he said.
“That’s actually why I’m here,” she said, coming toward him with an envelope. “I’ve been worried about you ever since this matchmate business. I have no idea how I would be able to cope if I were matched with one of those disgusting things. It’s just terrible.”
Fernando nodded. She didn’t know the half of it.
“It must be so lonely knowing that you’ll never have a mate,” she said. “I know you said you never wanted to get married, but I always figured that someday you’d change your mind. Now, even if you change your mind, you’ll never have a matchmate.”
A strong pine odor flowed out of the front door and filled the yard. The tick woman was yelling at him, trying to ask him what the heck he was doing outside with that other woman. Fernando moved his garbage from his garage down to the end of his driveway, leading his sister away from the front door before she could smell the tick’s language or hear the scratching noises coming from within.
“So I want you to meet a co-worker of mine,” she said, forcing the envelope into Fernando’s hand. “I think you’ll like her.”
He opened it up to find pictures of a stocky red-headed woman with a mousy smile. He already didn’t like her. “Are you serious?”
“Her matchmate died in the earthquake last week. The one you caused by getting Old Gloomy too excited.”
Fernando froze. “What are you talking about? Nobody died in that earthquake last week…”
“One person did.”
“How?” Fernando couldn’t believe it. He had no idea he’d been responsible for someone’s death. Nobody had told him. “It was hardly even an earthquake. There wasn’t even any property damage.”
“He was driving to work at the time. When the ground rumbled, he thought the dog’s tail was about to wag. He panicked. He tried to flee the area, going ninety-eight miles per hour. Then he lost control, crashed into the back of a garbage truck, and died in the hospital a few days later.”
“But… But that wasn’t my fault!” Fernando cried. “He’s the one who crashed his car.”
“If you hadn’t messed up at work that day it never would have happened,” Bethany said. “Mary, the girl I work with, was supposed to meet him the same day of the crash. She was devastated, as you can imagine.”
“So you want me to meet this woman? Why? So she can tell me how I ruined her life?”
“No,” Bethany said. “I want you to put her life back together. I want you to fill the void you created in her life.”
“Are you saying…”
“I’m saying that I want you to marry her.”
“Marry her? Why? What would be the point if I’m not her matchmate?”
“Neither of you have matchmates, so you should be together. It’s better than spending the rest of your lives alone.”
“But we can’t have children. We don’t love each other. It’s stupid.”
“Actually, you can have children together. And love can come later.”
“How the heck can we have children together?”
“With an insemination device,” she said. “Before her matchmate was taken off of life support, they made a silicone replica of his key and saved an ample amount of his sperm. She can use the replica like a dildo to unlock her womb and spray the semen inside. Getting pregnant won’t be an issue. But she needs a father for her children.”
“And you want me to be that father?”
“Yes,” she said. “You caused the problem. You’re going to fix it.”
“But I can’t be a father. I don’t even have a job.”
“There’s a position opening up in the shipping department at my company,” she said, handing him a card for the hiring manager. “Call this number. He’ll set you up.”
“No,” Fernando said. “I’m a Stressman. I’m not working at your company.”
“Wherever you work, it doesn’t matter. You could be a stay at home dad for all I care. But you’re meeting Mary. You’re going to set things right.”
“This is insane, Bethany. Even for you.”
“I’m bringing her here next Thursday at seven. Be presentable.”
“No way. Not going to happen.”
“You said you had nothing better to do.” Bethany turned and walked back to her car at the end of the driveway.
“I don’t care. Don’t bring her here.” Fernando raised his voice, but she didn’t look back. “Are you listening to me?”
Before she got in her car and drove off, she said one last thing:
“You should go take a shower. You smell like a sewer.”
She was gone before he got the chance to tell her that he just got out of the shower.


When Fernando went back inside, the tick woman was spraying the house with some kind of raw hamburger odor. It was like she was leaving a warning message for all other women who entered the home. The message read: stay away.
“We’re leaving within the hour,” Fernando said to her.
She didn’t look back at him. She seemed angry.
Fernando smelled his shirt and realized that he did smell like a sewer. He removed his clothes and took another shower. But when he smelled himself again, the tick woman’s stink still saturated his skin. He took three more showers, used bar soap, dish soap, and rubbing alcohol, but nothing could remove the smell. It was like her odor penetrated his bloodstream as they had sex the night before, and now he was sweating the stuff. He wondered if it was a way that Ectoparasites tagged their mates.
Fernando waited until there was nobody outside who would see him with the tick woman. Then he left, heading in the direction of The Cluster. At first, his matchmate didn’t want to leave his house. She wanted to stay, probably to mate again. So he left without her. It only took a few minutes of waiting outside before she followed.
“Let’s move quickly,” he said, leading her shuffling arachnid body through his neighborhood, watching to make sure nobody was looking.
When he saw a car drive by or someone in the neighborhood looking out of their window, he’d put as much distance as he could between him and the insect, ignoring her, pretending as if she was just a random Ectoparasite traveling in the same direction as he was.
“Mentis…” she said, catching up to Fernando.
She tried to open up a dialog, even though they couldn’t understand each other. Based on the pine smell in the air, Fernando assumed she was confused about where he was taking her.
“This needs to end before it goes any further,” he said to her. “I don’t know what we’d do if you ended up getting pregnant.”
As they walked, Fernando thought about the idea of impregnating a disgusting creature like the tick woman. He imagined her insect abdomen swelling with his child, then giving birth to some strange half-tick baby. The concept horrified him, yet at the same time it made him aroused. He found himself trying to cover his erection as they walked down the sidewalk.
“Mentis…” she said to him, wrapping her pincher around his waist.
The pincher was cold and hard, but somehow soothing against his skin. He wrapped his fingers around the top of the claw, feeling the smooth texture.
Her other insect appendages wrapped around his hips and stopped him in his tracks.
“Home,” she said to him, peering into his eyes.
The buttery smell filled his nostrils as his penis grew even harder, digging into the shell of her lower abdomen. As her breasts squished into his arms, her lips widened with rapid breaths, Fernando couldn’t control himself any longer.
“Let’s go,” he said.
Then he led her back to his house, snuck her inside, and took her into the bedroom. They made love for hours, oozing into each other, covering each other with stink and slime. Fernando wanted to resist. He wanted to kick her out of the bed, shove her out of the house, but something inside of him wouldn’t allow that. It wanted nothing more than to be inside of her, to be covered by her creamy eggy fluids.
They weren’t meant to live together, they weren’t meant to be a part of the same society, they weren’t even meant to communicate, but there was one thing they were meant for. And as the tick woman squirmed and clawed at his flesh, pumping in and out with gooey squirts, Fernando realized that he couldn’t get enough of it.
That was, until they finished. Then Fernando hated himself, and he hated her, with all of his soul. He wished he never would have brought her back. He wished he could have taken her to The Cluster and ditched her there for good.



CHAPTER EIGHT
HIVE


For several days, Fernando gave up on the world and allowed his instincts to take over. He made love with the tick woman many times a day, not bothering to even take a shower anymore, allowing her cream-colored mucus to harden across his chest and legs. Immediately after orgasm, he’d always push off of her and run to the bathroom to throw up, then he’d curse himself in the mirror for being such a disgusting pervert for enjoying it so much.
His house didn’t look like the same place anymore. It had been transformed by the insect woman. Without the flooring in place, his living room was beginning to grow fur between the mounds of scab left behind after his matchmate’s feedings. The ground was covered in her black, charcoal-like shit that Fernando had to scoop out with a shovel every morning. The walls and ceilings became covered in a thick cocoon, transforming the appearance of his house into the domain of an insect. Fernando felt as if he was now living inside of a giant beehive.
Fernando had seen the nests the Ectoparasites made on the surface, which looked very similar to the cocooned walls of his home. But they were very small, the size of a garbage can or a tractor tire at the biggest. He’d never seen an Ectoparasite nest as large as the one that was being built inside of his home. Because of this, Fernando refused to believe the tick woman was actually building a nest at all. He kidded himself into thinking it was what tick people did to the insides of their homes. He’d never actually been inside of an Ectoparasite’s hair-hut before. It would make sense they would want to cocoon the interior of their huts in order to keep out the rain and insulate for warmth.
But Fernando realized he was just deluding himself once the tick woman began laying eggs. One morning, he saw a pile of the mucus-covered white orbs in the corner of the living room, but thought nothing of them at first. He assumed they were just some kind of strange insect discharge. But then he saw the insect woman in the bathroom, squatting over the bathtub, squirting out the same gooey eggs into the basin. A putrid fishy odor filled the bathroom as the tick stared blankly at Fernando, squeezing out egg after egg.
“Eggs?” he cried. “Are you fucking serious?”
She didn’t respond. Her lower insect limbs twitched and quivered, rubbing a yellow pudding across her lower abdomen to lubricate the birthing process.
Fernando ran out of the room and fell to his knees on the hairy living room floor. He looked at the egg pile in the corner. It made him so sick he was shaking. Reality came crashing in. Although he was having sex with the tick woman, which was disgusting enough on its own, it didn’t really dawn on him that he’d been breeding with her. He kept telling himself that he could get rid of her at any time, that he didn’t have to marry her, that he could just have sex for a while and then his life would one day go back to normal. But these eggs… These were his children. These were permanent. If he allowed the eggs to hatch he would never be able to go back to his old life. He would have to tell his sister about his relationship with the tick, the news stations would eventually find out, his boss, his neighbors. His life would be over.
When he was a kid, he had friends who would sneak into Ectoparasite nests and steal their eggs. Then they would smash them against walls, throw them at cars, stomp on them until they were chunky pools of goo. Fernando knew it was cruel, but it was something that most human kids did when they were at that destructive age. It wasn’t exactly illegal to smash tick eggs. The reason they laid so many was because tick mothers expected to lose the majority of their young, since the eggs were often destroyed by seagulls, rats, stray dogs, and even other Ectoparasites who saw neighboring nests as competition.
Fernando didn’t have a choice. Deep inside of his soul a part of him cried out, begging him to stop. But his logical brain knew this was what had to be done. He couldn’t allow the freaks to be born. He smashed every egg in the living room with a shovel. Then he went in the bathroom, locked the tick woman out, and destroyed every egg in the tub.
Google cried, filling the air with a desperate vinegar scent, furiously trying to scratch her way through the door as her babies were smashed to a pulp. She couldn’t understand why her mate would do such a horrible thing. She wondered if she’d done something wrong.
Fernando hated himself for it. He screamed with every strike of the shovel, cursing himself, fighting every instinct in his body in order to get the job done. When it was over, Fernando opened the bathroom door and pushed his way past the tick woman as raisin-scented tears flowed down her cheeks. He didn’t care if she hated him for what he did. If she hated him maybe she would leave him, then all of his problems would be solved.


Google began hiding her eggs from Fernando. She’d lay them in secret, while he was sleeping. He’d find small piles of them in his closet, under his bed, beneath his kitchen sink, in his backyard. Whenever he’d find them, he’d smash them, not allowing a single one to survive. His entire house was filling with a rotten egg smell so pungent that he had to spend most of his time in the backyard.
One day, while sitting on a lawn chair, hosing off the after-sex stink from his body, somebody came to his door, banging and yelling to be let in. It was the voice of some woman. He didn’t bother answering it. Such an issue was better left ignored. But the person at the door did not give up. She went around the side of the house and entered the backyard. She knew he was there. She could smell him.
“You filthy defiler!” she cried, shuffling across the yard toward him.
It was Google’s mother. She’d discovered that her daughter had left her old home and had been missing for days. She knew exactly what had happened. It wasn’t difficult to track them down.
“You said you had no intention of being with my daughter,” she said, standing aggressively with her pinchers out, scuttling side to side like a beach crab. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you.”
Fernando jumped out of his seat and got behind his lawn furniture, using it as a barrier as she closed in on him.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
Google stepped through the broken glass of the sliding door, twitching her antennae at her mother, spraying a pine scent into the air. The mother oozed smells back at her daughter as she spoke to Fernando. It was like she was having two conversations at the same time.
She said, “Maybe you didn’t want to marry her, but you still wanted to have sex. Men are all the same, no matter what the species.”
She tried to get around the lawn furniture, but Fernando circled to the other side to avoid her pinchers as they snipped the air at him.
“If you don’t want us to be together, then just take her and go,” Fernando said. “I don’t want to be with her. She’s ruining my life.”
“You’re ruining her life because you have no self control, you disgusting pig.” She snapped her pinchers at him. “I’m going to cut off that thing so that you’ll never defile her again.”
She seized the lawn chair in her claw and tossed it aside, leaving Frenando vulnerable.
“Get away from me,” he said, stepping back, covering his crotch.
The woman inched forward. “I told you that you’d die if you tried to go after my daughter. Are you ready to die? Was the sex worth it?”
Google tried to get between her mother and her lover, trying to break up the fight. She sprayed dozens of smells at the old lady, but none of them seemed to be getting through. Her mother was plugging her nose so that she wouldn’t have to listen.
“Look,” Fernando said. “We’re matchmates. Every fiber of our beings are driving us to be together. I want to fight it. I really do. But it’s hard. We need help. Please, take her away and force her never to come back.”
“Do you think I really have that power?” she asked. “Now that you’ve started mating she’s not going to quit until she has her babies. That’s how it is with our kind. I can’t lock her away until she’s too old to mate. She’ll find her way back to this house no matter what I do.”
“Then I’ll move away. I’ll disappear. She’ll never see me again.”
“Do you think I’d actually trust you now? You’d come back to her just as quickly as she’d come back to you. No, there’s only one way to separate the two of you. One of you has to die.”
Fernando looked at the shovel leaning against the side of his house. It was too far away. He’d never reach it in time. There was only one solution he could come up with.
“Fine,” he said. “You can do it.”
He pulled his pants on.
The old lady diverted his eyes. “Pull your pants up you disgusting creep.”
He stepped toward her. “Cut it off. If that’s the only way I can be free of your daughter, then just do it. I want this to end.”
Google oozed a tangerine-smelling fluid. She went to Fernando and pinched at his jeans, trying to pull them up.
“Very well,” the old lady said, widening her right claw. “If you’re unable to breed with my daughter, I suppose I can let you live.”
Google blocked Fernando’s key from her mother, protecting it with her shell. She pushed at her mother as the old woman tried to get to her mate’s sex organ, squealing and spitting angry foam.
“Out of my way, Goo,” the mother said in both languages. “This is what’s best. Your vile union must come to an end.”
Fernando looked back at his shovel. He wondered if he could get to it in time. He could beat the old woman with it until she ran away, too afraid to ever return, then he could make love to Google for as long as he wanted, for weeks, for years. Nobody would be able to stop him. But then his logical mind came in. If he cut his penis off, then it would all be over. He would no longer be able to have sex with her. He would no longer desire to be with her. She would have no reason to stay with him. There would be no more egg laying, no more chance of being stuck with mutant children, no more decaying stench filling his home. All he had to do was give up his penis.
He pulled himself away from Google and leapt toward the old woman’s pinchers. With his eyes closed tight, he waited for the snip and the explosion of pain. But when he heard the pair of claws squeezing together, he did not feel anything. He heard squealing, whining, and the leaking of blood.
The old woman clutched her throat, trying to hold off the blood. Fernando couldn’t believe what Google had done. The young tick woman cut her own mother’s throat out to prevent her mate from losing his lower appendage.
“You…” the old woman cried, glaring at Fernando, blaming only him for what her daughter had done.
With her last ounce of life, the old woman lunged at Fernando but only made it a few inches before she fell to the ground. Google became like a wild animal. She jumped on top of her mother, opened her mouth of razor sharp dogflesh-digging teeth, then bit into the old lady’s throat. She wouldn’t stop chewing until her mother’s head was separated from her neck. The old lady’s antennae continued to wiggle on her severed head as it rolled across the yard.
When Google looked up at Fernando, she breathed heavily. Her exoskeleton pulsed in and out. Her mother’s blood dribbled down her chin. She truly was a monster. And though he now found her as frightening as he did disgusting, he couldn’t wait to have sex with her again.


Fernando dumped the old woman’s body in the tool shed behind his house. He would have chopped it up and tossed it in a dumpster somewhere, but that would have taken too much effort. He wanted to get back to having sex as soon as possible.
There weren’t really any laws against killing Ectoparasites. It wasn’t something that regularly happened, though. Sometimes an old man would shoot a tick for drinking dog-blood in his backyard. Sometimes they’d get run over on the freeway. Sometimes a group of sexually frustrated teenagers would let off steam by shooting at tick people with hunting rifles. But Ectoparasites killed each other far more often than they were killed by humans. They were insects. Life didn’t have much value to them.
If the authorities found out about the dead tick woman in Fernando’s tool shed, they’d probably only give him a ticket for causing a health hazard. If Google had killed a human it would have been a different story. They don’t take Ectoparasites to jail. When they commit a crime, they were either let free with a warning or killed on the spot, depending on the law that was broken.
The thought of somebody killing Google crossed his mind and he suddenly became paranoid and angry. Anybody could kill her for any reason and there would be no punishment. If he actually stayed with her, married her, had children with her, anybody could kill her at any time. His sister could kill her. Angry mobs who thought their union was unholy could kill her. And he couldn’t do anything about it. If he killed somebody while trying to protect her he’d go to jail for life, and she’d probably be executed for being involved. The idea sent chills down his spine. He realized he had to do something about that. He had to speak to the city council, get laws created that protected Ectoparasites, at least for those who were married to humans.
But then Fernando snapped out of it. He remembered that he had no intention of marrying the creature. He didn’t even want her in his house any longer. If somebody killed her they would be doing him a great favor.



CHAPTER NINE
IRREPRESSIBLE


It was the first time Fernando tried to give the tick woman oral sex when his sister arrived at his house with the girl she wanted him to meet. He just wanted to see what it was like, licking the puffy tender mounds beneath her lower exoskeleton, pricking his chin against the wiry black hairs that circled the hole. The tick woman wiggled and squirmed as he sucked out her thick fluids, wrapping her lower insect appendages around his waist. She seemed to like it, but tried to get him to stop, trying to pull his body up on top of her so that he could stick his key inside. It was obvious she didn’t care for the pleasure if it didn’t fertilize her eggs.
“What the hell is going on here?” Bethany’s voice echoed through the house as she entered through the broken back door.
“Oh my God…” said another girl’s voice. “Do you think he’s okay?”
Fernando wanted to pull away, but his matchmate’s legs were tightly clutched around his body, like a cicada shell clutching the bark of a tree.
“Fernando? Are you home?” His sister’s voice came closer to the bedroom.
“What’s that smell?” the other girl asked.
As Fernando tried to crawl up the bug woman’s body to get out of her grasp, she wiggled his key into her lock and moaned a buttery odor. Her nipples leaked lubricating fluids against his chest and her lower abdomen throbbed against him. Once inside of her, Fernando didn’t care that his sister was in the house. He continued making love to the tick, burying his key into her cavern of goo.
“What the fuck!” Bethany screamed as she pushed open the bedroom door.
Fernando looked over at her. His penis went flaccid. He was shocked back into reality. The two visitors stared at him in horror as he lay there naked atop the writhing bug woman.
The woman behind his sister was the one from the photos. She was all ready for their date—wearing a pretty red dress with matching high heels, her makeup perfectly applied like a girl on a fashion magazine cover, her hair professionally styled as if she’d spent all day at the beauty salon. She was so clean and proper that she clashed against the scum-filled sewer Fernando’s house had become.
He wiped the globs of vaginal custard from his nose and said, “What are you doing here?”
He couldn’t get out from Google’s grasp, so he just pulled the oily blanket over them.
“What do you think I’m doing here?” Bethany cried. “You had a date tonight, don’t you remember?”
Mary saw a pile of smashed eggs in the corner of the room, the rotten mucus filling her senses, and puked in her hand before she could cover her mouth. She ran out of the room and raced toward the exit, sliding across the floor as she stuck her high heel in a collection of tick shit.
“Mary, wait!” Bethany cried.
But the girl was gone. She ran out of the house and never looked back.
“You’re so dead,” said his sister.
She wasn’t as easily scared off.
“Do you know what you’ve done?” she asked. “You already ruined that girl’s life once. Now it’ll never be fixed. You’re so selfish.”
Fernando was able to pry himself away from the insect woman as she glared at his sister for intruding their home.
“I never wanted to meet her in the first place,” Fernando said, as he pulled his pants on beneath the blanket. “That was your crazy idea.”
“Crazy? You’re calling me crazy? You’re the one fucking a bug.”
She just stood there in the grimy, foul-smelling cesspit, completely unfazed by the environment. Only her brother’s bad decisions disturbed her.
“I can’t help it,” Fernando replied. “Every time I try to kick her out we just end up having sex.”
“It’s disgusting.”
“Yeah, it is. But what am I supposed to do? She’s my matchmate. You’ve been matched. You know what it’s like. Would you be able to leave Harry so easily?”
“Harry’s a human being, not a tick. I told you not to go meet her. Why didn’t you listen to me?”
Fernando looked down. He didn’t want to respond.
“I know she wasn’t the one who found you. They aren’t smart enough to do that. They can’t even read addresses.”
“You’re right. It was stupid. I should’ve listened to you.”
“So what are you going to do now?” she asked. “Make her your wife? Live in this disgusting pit your whole life? Have little baby bugs that carry our family name?”
Google eyeballed his sister, watching her every step. For some reason, she felt threatened by her. Fernando wondered if Ectoparasites were always aggressive toward other females.
“No,” he said. “I don’t want any of that.”
“If word got out about this I’d be a laughing stock,” she cried. “You can’t let anyone find out about this. I could even lose my job.”
“Why would you lose your job?”
She dodged the question. “If you actually married her you’d be dead to me. You know that, right? I will not allow her around my children. I would never want to see you ever again.”
“I understand.” Fernando stood out of the bed, looking for a shirt. “But what am I supposed to do? It’s not easy fighting nature.”
Bethany let out a long sigh. “It would have been so perfect… If only you were matched with a real girl… You would have felt this same way for her. You would have had no choice but to get married and have a family. That’s what I was hoping for when I got you the appointment with the Matchmaking Bureau. It would have turned you into a normal person.”
Fernando shook his head. “You don’t understand. I’m not just disgusted with myself because I’m in bed with a tick. I’m disgusted with myself because I can’t control my urges. I’d be just as pissed off if I were matched with a human woman.”
“But at least then it would be normal.”
“I don’t care about being normal. I don’t want a wife. I don’t want to be a slave to my desires. All of it disgusts me.”
“Grow up, Little Bro,” she said. “You could have used a real woman in your life. Now you’ve blown it. I have no idea what you’re going to do now.”
“Can you help?” he asked, stepping toward her. “I can’t do it on my own.”
Seeing his skin covered in mucus and fishy smells forced her to take a step back. “Well, first we need to get rid of her.” She pointed at the tick woman who glared at her finger as if she wanted to snip it off. “Then we need to…”
Bethany froze. Something caught her attention on the floor. There was movement.
“What the hell is…” Her voice went soft. Her eyes went cold.
“What?” Fernando asked, trying to see what she was looking at.
Bethany bent down and grabbed it. She lifted it up to waist-level and held it away as it wiggled and squirted tangy smells.
“It’s a…” she began.
“A baby?” Fernando cried.
Bethany looked around by her feet. “They’re everywhere…”
Fernando saw them, too. They were climbing out of the vents, slithering across the floor. White blubbery tick larvae, their skin so translucent that you could see the fluids pumping inside their bodies. Unlike Google, the baby Bethany held did not yet have a hard exoskeleton. It was soft and pliable. Tiny antennae wiggled on its head. Its insect legs squirmed and kicked. It looked very much like a typical Ectoparasite larva, but instead of pinchers it had human arms, and its bald head looked as if it would one day grow hair.
“Where did they come from?” Fernando asked. His voice was shaking.
“The wall…” Bethany replied.
Fernando realized that Google had successfully hid a batch of eggs from him. She put them through the air vent inside of the wall.
“How could they hatch so quickly?” Fernando asked. “She probably laid those only a few of days ago.”
At that moment, Fernando wished he’d paid more attention in class when they taught Ectoparasite anatomy. He knew they could reproduce quickly and in large numbers, but he had no idea just how fast it would happen.
“It’s too late…” Bethany said, staring at the squealing wiggly bug in her hand. “You’re already a father… You can’t leave her now…”
“No, fuck that,” Fernando said. “You’ve got to help me get away from her.”
“Don’t be an asshole. I know they’re bugs, but you’ve got a responsibility now.” She shoved the baby in his face. “You’ve got to take care of this piece of shit.”
The baby squealed in Bethany’s grasp and the tick woman lunged out of bed at her. Bethany gasped as the insect mother revealed her fangs, growling, raising her claws as if to cut open her jugular at any second.
“Bethany…” Fernando said, keeping a calm voice as he held Google back. “Slowly… hand the baby over…”
His sister gave him the tick larva, not breaking eye contact with the creature. It was the first time Fernando had ever seen fear in his sister’s eyes before. The baby wiggled and squirted a sweet corn smell at her father as he took her in his arms.
“I’m sorry, Little Bro,” Bethany said, backing away. “You’ve made this mess for yourself. Now you’ve got to live with it.”
Fernando looked up at her. “You can’t leave me with these things.”
From the hallway, she said, “Take care of your disgusting new family…” She turned away. “And keep them the hell away from mine. I don’t ever want to see you again.”
The tick woman didn’t stop foaming until Bethany’s smell was out of the house. Fernando looked down at the gurgling bug in his arms. His first thought was to break its neck, throw it in the garbage, burn it in the fireplace. But its body wouldn’t let him do any of those things. He held it tightly to his chest to keep it warm. The sound of his heartbeat made the creature feel safe, feel at home.
Fernando couldn’t tell if the tick woman was trying to say something to him or if she was emotional at the sight of her child, but her eyes leaked a tear-like fluid. Then she wrapped her claws around the both of them, wiping her eyes against her mate’s neck.



CHAPTER TEN
UGLY FRUIT


Sitting in Mr. Olsen’s office, wearing his mostly-mucus-free Stressman uniform, covered in the strongest cologne he owned, Fernando stared forward with a blank expression on his face.
“What the hell happened to you?” his boss asked. “You look horrible.”
“I’m fine,” Fernando said, waiting for his meeting to be over so that he could get back to his cesspool of a home life.
Mr. Olsen let out a sigh and leaned back in his chair. “I’ve been following the story about you in the news. Is it true? You really got married to that tick you were matched with?”
“I didn’t have a choice,” Fernando said. “It was the only way to stop the religious fanatics from cutting my wife’s head off and burning my children at the stake.”
“Yeah, I heard they passed those new laws for you. I’m glad things are going to be okay now.”
“It’s not going to be okay,” he said. “In all honesty, I’d be better off if they did kill her and the kids. They’re miserable, disgusting things.”
“Yeah, well they’re your miserable, disgusting things.”
“I know.”
Fernando looked out the window at Old Gloomy as Stressmen taunted him, calling him names and breaking dog toys in front of him. He empathized with the old dog. He knew exactly what it was like to suffer through a life of misery.
“Well, now that you have so many mouths to feed I guess you’re in need of a paycheck.”
“Not really. They’re parasites. They drink their meals out of the ground.”
Mr. Olsen looked away. Fernando could tell he was disgusted by the thought of a dozen tick babies feeding on dog blood inside of a human home.
“But you still want your old job back, don’t you?”
“Of course I do. I’m a Stressman, like my father and my grandfather before me. It was what I was born to be.”
“Good,” Mr. Olsen said, nodding his head. “Because I’d like to give you another chance. I think your time off did you some good. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Stressman more depressed.”
Fernando shrugged.
“I mean it, you look downright miserable.”
Fernando shrugged again.
“I’d like you to come in bright and early on Monday,” Olsen said. “Don’t worry about bringing any new ideas. Just come in with an old standby sadness treatment and we’ll see how it goes.”
“Sure,” Fernando said.
He stood up and put out his hand to shake, but the boss waved it away.
“And try to find a better way to cover up that stink on you,” Olsen said. “Your cologne isn’t quite strong enough.”
Fernando lowered his hand. “I’ll see what I can do.”
On the way out, Fernando passed Old Gloomy’s face and looked up into the dog’s massive eyes. With just one glance, Gloomy saw the cold, depressing emotions oozing from the man with the parasitic bride. The sadness was contagious. All it took was one look upon the Stressman for the old dog to burst into tears.
“Yes,” said Mr. Olsen, nodding his head at the sight. “I think you’ll do just fine, Mr. Mendez. If your attitude keeps up, maybe you’ll even take over my job someday.”
Fernando just nodded and walked on. It used to excite him, make him feel accomplished, even heroic, whenever he made Old Gloomy cry. But as the dog’s tears rained into the canals below, he felt nothing.


When Fernando got home, he squeezed past the dozens of wiggling larvae infesting his home, half of them gorging on blood on the living room floor, poking up in the air like fat white balloons of flesh.
“Goo?” Fernando called out.
He couldn’t wait to be with her again.
“Where are you?”
She was right where he expected she would be—waiting for him in the bedroom. He hated the sight of her. He hated the look of her sitting on his bed, rubbing her lower abdomen with those twitchy spider-like appendages. But he hated himself even more as got on top of her and put his key into her sludgy custard-filled lock.
As they mated, he could feel sticky round orbs rubbing against the tip of his penis deep inside of her. Fernando didn’t notice it before, but this time he realized that those globby balls of mucus deep in her gooey hole were actually her eggs. He was fucking her egg sack. And as he shoved himself deeper inside, the idea of ejaculating onto all of those eggs, fertilizing them, turning them into mutant babies, only made him more erect. It took him just another minute before he exploded, filling her arachnid egg sack with his human seed.
As he finished and rolled off of her onto the greasy sheets, she got up and left the bed. She didn’t care about cuddling. She didn’t care about holding him in her thorny arms. She just wanted to tend to her children and lay another batch of eggs.
Fernando just stayed there. He had no reason to get up. He just looked up at the ceiling, thinking about all the reasons he loathed himself, wondering if there was any way he’d ever get over his need for the creature’s body. Eventually, his wife would come back to him and they’d do it again. He wouldn’t resist. He would gladly give himself over to the urge, every single time. He wasn’t strong enough to do otherwise.
Although Ectoparasites didn’t really understand the concept of love or happiness, Google was very satisfied having Fernando as her mate. Now that he no longer smashed her eggs, Fernando provided her with many healthy children in a safe environment. Her offspring would prove to have a high survival rate, which was all that Ectoparasite mothers could ever want. She would likely be the first tick woman in history to birth children in the hundreds.
But Fernando didn’t really care about that. He would never stop loathing himself or his grotesque family. He would give up on happiness and put all of his attention into being the best Stressman he could be. His wife would fill him with misery and he’d take that misery with him to work every day. And because of his despair, he would keep the town of Gloomsville safe for the rest of his life. He would prove to be the greatest Stressman who ever lived.
And although Fernando would never admit it, deep down he knew that everything about his relationship with the tick woman was just right. They truly were a perfect match.
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