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	Contaminated

	 

	The phone buzzed on the bedside table, each shudder invading deeper into Nathan’s dream. With the fifth vibration, his eyes peeled open and stared up at the ceiling. He reached blindly out with his arm, swatting at the phone, knocking the tiny framed picture of his wife, Sara, to the ground, along with his wallet and keys. Another swipe and the phone went quiet, snoozed. Still, Nathan’s eyes remained locked on the ceiling and the patch of black that appeared to have expanded, even from the night before when he’d switched off his lamp. 
He squinted, trying to pick out details in the dark circle, some sign of a liquid leak in the apartment above, or something similar.
“Nathan, are you getting up? I’m about to go to the supermarket. My family will be here for lunch at one,” Sara’s voice from the living room. Nathan turned his head, angled his phone. Just before ten. He breathed out a sigh. “And Nathan. Clean that mold from the ceiling, will you. It looks disgusting.” The door slammed as she left, the sound of her keys clunking in the door, enclosing him in the apartment. He waited to hear the humming of the elevator, taking her away to the ground, ninety-odd meters below, then hauled himself out of bed and tugged on his track bottoms and hoody, making his way to the kitchen. As he put water on to boil and scooped fresh coffee into his Aeropress, he thumbed at the screen of his phone, selecting ‘recommended for me’ from his music app and casting it to the speaker in the lounge. Goblin’s Contamination album began to play, its dramatic synth sounds filling the room. He sliced two croissants, added a slice of cheese to each and placed them onto the top shelf of the oven, wrapped in foil.
A few minutes later, he sat at the table, staring out toward the ocean as he tore chunks of croissant off and stuffed them into his mouth, chased with strong, creamy coffee. He felt a  certain sense of paralysis, facing up to the day ahead. A day of cleaning, cooking, being social, then yet more cleaning. He paused to enjoy a last moment of quiet, ruffling the fur under his cat’s chin, then ambled to the kitchen to wash up. 
He bent down to the cupboard under the sink and inspected the collection of half full detergent bottles, settling on one that boasted of ridding walls of mold for good, then tugging on a pair of rubber gloves for protection. He half filled a bucket with steaming hot water, then shuffled to the bedroom. Tiny footsteps behind him alerted him just before he tugged the window open. He put his cleaning equipment down and slipped one hand from its glove. 
“Get out of here, you,” he said to the cat, stroking the tufts of fur at the side of her face. “Come on, scoot. It’s a long way down from the window and this stuff smells vile.” He unscrewed the cap of the detergent bottle and wafted it under the cat’s nose. Her eyes widened and she sprinted from the room. Nathan closed the door and began to spray the trail of mold, from the tiny spores beside the window frame to the huge, roughly-circular patch above the bed. 
He dragged over the chair from the corner of the room and stood on it, dunking a sponge into the water. He squeezed out the excess and began to scrub at the mold. The dots on the wall came away easily enough, though rinsing them in the water led to an acrid vapor rising in the steam, catching in the back of Nathan’s throat and causing him to cough. He pulled the window further open, cold November air blasting in off the ocean, then got to work on the denser patch. 
As he scrubbed at the ceiling, he felt the fibers of the fungus clinging on to the surface. The sooty, cloud-like substance around the edges soaked into the sponge, but at the core of the circle, some part of it fought to hold on. He felt the lactic acid build up in his arm, lowering it for a moment and flexing it until the discomfort died away. He drowned the sponge in the water once more, watching the black cloud disperse into the liquid, then turned the sponge over to the abrasive side to remove the last remnants. 
He stepped down from the chair and glanced back up at the ceiling, gleaming white. He nodded to himself, satisfied, and paced from the room around to the kitchen where he slowly poured the now-charcoal-colored water into the sink. He rinsed the bowl and placed it, with the detergent, in the cupboard underneath. His nostrils wavered. The smell of corruption still lingered in the air. He ran the hot tap, squirting a generous amount of washing liquid into the stream of water. He turned the tap off. The smell persisted. He sniffed at his hands. No trace of it. He grabbed at the fabric of his hoody and found the source. He grimaced, lifting the sweatshirt over his head and stuffing it straight into the washing machine. Wanting to take no risks, he did the same with his track bottoms.
He dashed from the kitchen to the bathroom, grabbing his towel on the way. He dropped his boxer shorts and climbed into the bath, closing the curtain and lifting the lever for a blast of hot water. He scrubbed at his short hair, fingers working the water down to the scalp, before pouring on shampoo and doing it all over again. Rinse and repeat. Next, he stepped under the pounding jet and scrubbed at his body, his fingers massaging firmly at his muscles and lathering shower gel all over. 
Then the front door slammed shut.
“Nathan!”
“I’m in the shower. I’ve got to shave. Fifteen minutes and I’ll be out to help you!”
He stepped out of the bath and toweled himself off, before approaching the mirror and splashing more water onto his face and neck. He took his shaving brush and daubed shave cream onto his cheeks, scrubbing back and forth until his chin was coated in a thin white foam. He reached down for his cut-throat, held it to his neck and slowly brought it upward, pressing until it cut against his stubble, then dragging it in short, slow movements. 
“For fuck’s sake, Nathan!”
His hand slipped and he felt the blade nick his skin. “Ah! Give me a couple minutes, Sara, Jesus!” He heard a door slam somewhere in the apartment and shook his head, then went back to shaving. Splashing water on his face then toweling it dry, he tied the towel at his waist and left the bathroom. “Sara, where are you? What’s up?” He walked into the bedroom and found her moving the chair back to the window. “What are you doing?”
“I asked you to do one thing, Nathan.” I’ve been shopping, I vacuumed while you were still asleep. All you had to do is clean this mold away, but no. Too much to ask.” She stepped up on to the chair, readying the detergent spray like a weapon. 
“Wait, I did clean it, it’s…” Nathan’s voice trailed off to a dry clicking sound at the back of his throat as he looked up at the patch of mold on the ceiling. It looked wider than before, the puffy black surrounds spread further out. The anchoring tendrils in the center thicker, with more branches crossing over. “Seriously, Sara, I did it. I even had to stuff my clothes straight into the wash because of the smell.”
She glanced around to face him. “Then you did a pretty miserable job. Just leave me to it, put some clothes on, there are a bunch of bags of rubbish to take down to the bins, besides the front door.”
Nathan stood for a moment, unable to tear his eyes from the mold patch as the detergent spray attacked it, the tendrils receding. He felt Sara’s eyes on him and raised his hands, placating her, then dressed himself. He fixed his hair and then headed out of the door with the bin bags. 
The family day passed more or less without incident, though every time he entered the bedroom, Nathan’s eyes were drawn up to the ceiling. The smoky mark where Sara had scrubbed the patch away darkening throughout the day. Blooming into some terrible flower. He felt as if the mold was mocking him. There, in spite of his vigorous scrubbing and the full nuclear treatment of Sara’s hands, it was growing. Expanding. Reaching out for new territory.
By midnight, as they dragged their weary bodies to bed, he looked up to find it fully formed once more, the far side almost reaching the wall above the window. Nathan glared at it, held it in his vision for as long as he possibly could. He was sure he could see it moving. Throbbing. 
Reaching out. 
“I’m going to get some pest control people to come out and look at that. It’s not normal,” he said, pointing up at the mold patch from his book. 
“I used enough bleach and anti-fungal spray to kill a rhino,” said Sara, leaning on his shoulder and staring up at it. 
“Exactly. Yet here it is. Here it bloody well is.” 
Nathan closed his book and turned off the light.
 

	#

	
He jolted awake as his alarm went off at eight the next morning, tapping the silent button on his phone and then thirstily supping from the glass of water on the bedside table. He reached out and swiped his boxers and sweats from the rack at the end of the bed and pulled them on against the chill in the room. He turned to offer Sara a cup of coffee, but his mouth hung open, gibbering but unable to form words. 
Mould had descended the wall in the night, black streaks like tiger-stripes discoloring the delicate buttermilk of the paintwork. It had even tainted the top corner of the headboard. “Sara. Sara.” She didn’t budge. “Sara!” 
Her eyes opened, she raised her head slowly. “What the fuck, Nathan, it’s Sunday!”
Nathan didn’t speak. Wasn’t sure he could. His eyes were wild. He could feel them prising apart their lids like they were filling with water. He allowed them to dart back to the smudges of fungus on the wall. Sara followed, turned her body, and then froze. Paralyzed. “What the

	 fuck is going on?”
“I’m going to call that bloke.” Nathan paced from the room as he spoke, clutching his phone in a trembling hand.

	
#
 

	The buzzer of the intercom thrummed through the apartment a couple hours later. Nathan flinched, caught off guard as he always seemed to be when it went off. He picked up the handset and watched as the screen illuminated, showing a dark-skinned man with a toothy smile. “Hello, I’m here about the mold,” he said, his accent unplaceable but exotic. Nathan returned his greeting and buzzed him in, waiting for the hum of the elevator. 
He opened the door moments later as the man stepped out of the lift and across the tiled hallway to the front door. He wiped his feet on the mat and walked inside, clutching a dirty holdall bag, with the zip half open, revealing tools, chemicals and other nick-nacks of his trade. 
“Thanks for coming over on a Sunday. Can I get you a cup of tea? Coffee?” said Nathan shuffling the accumulated clutter on the coffee table in the middle of the lounge. 
“Thanks, but no. Just had one. Why don’t you show me where this mold is?” 
Nathan nodded and led him first to the living room window, where small spores of the mold had formed around the seals. “I’m pretty sure it’s related to the humidity. We’re so close to the ocean here.” He leaned against the balcony door and watched as the man placed his bag gingerly on the floor and crouched, to pull out a thin wooden spatula. He slid it under the mold on the ceiling and prised one of the spores off, twisting the wooden implement around so it didn’t drop to the floor. Fine black vapor danced away from the spore-like smoke. Nathan leaned in to inspect it more closely. 
The man shot out an arm, his palm held up, a warning. “Don’t get too close. You mustn’t breathe this stuff in. It’s quite toxic.” Nathan lurched backward. The man slipped a mask over his nose and mouth with practiced finesse, then moved the spatula closer, his eyes narrowed, focussed on the mold. “You’re lucky you called when you did. At this stage of development, I have something that can get rid of it. Can you open those doors? You’re going to need a lot of airflows, this is powerful stuff.” 
He slipped the spatula into a ziplock bag, which he quickly sealed and placed into his holdall. He rifled through his gear until he found a spray can with a variety of health warnings along the side. Nathan slid the balcony door wide open, a chilly blast of ocean wind buffeting him. The man fixed plastic goggles over his eyes and held up the spray, about to blast the mold.
“Before you start,” Nathan’s voice trembled. The man turned his head to face Nathan. He nodded, his cheeks rising into the same broad smile he’d shown over the intercom. “Well, what you said… about the development of it… there’s… there’s more in the bedroom. Much more advanced.”
The man’s expression changed, his eyes darkened, somehow absorbing the light they had previously reflected. “Show me,” he said, lifting the goggles to his forehead. Nathan gestured for him to follow and walked into the master bedroom. In the hour since he had made the call, the tiger stripes had darkened and expanded, the headboard of the bed was now coated in the upper left-hand quadrant, above where Nathan slept, concentric arcs spreading from the corner towards his pillow, like a jagged, corrupt Wi-Fi symbol. 
The man dropped his bag to the ground with a thump. He wrung his hands in front of him. “Where do you sleep, sir?” Nathan reached out, his extended index finger pointing to the spot just below the extended reach of the mold.
The man shook his head. “Not tonight.” He crouched down, clutched the handle of his bag and stood back up to his full height, not once removing his eyes from the undulating pattern of the fungus. “I can’t help you. This is beyond my capabilities.” He turned and bolted from the room, the bag swaying with the motion. Nathan followed, losing ground on him with every step. He burst forward and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder, tugging him back. 
“Hey!” he said as the man stopped and turned to face him. “You’re an exterminator. It says on your website you deal with infestations of fungus and so on. So… deal with it. Please. I can pay extra if you need different chemicals.”
The man closed his eyes, breathed out. He crouched down and reached into the bag, retrieving the zip-lock bag he’d placed the spatula into. He held it in front of Nathan’s face. Listen, Mr…”
“Sparks.”
“Mr. Sparks. I deal with mold, rats, cockroaches. Whatever the infestation is, I deal with it. Usually. But this… do you know what this is?” He jerked his hand forward, the light from the window catching the wiry fibers at the heart of the spore. Nathan watched as they oscillated one way and then the other. He shrugged his shoulders, disgust was written across his face. “I’ve read about it several times but never seen it in the flesh. It’s pure corruption. Creeping death.” He glanced up at the small spores above the window. “I will clean that away for you now. I have something for that. I won’t charge you either. But that scene in your bedroom. It’s already at the advanced stage. It’s sentient. There’s no chemical on earth that can kill it now.”
Nathan sniggered. “What are you talking about? It’s mold, man. Stubborn, virulent, but mold. Creeping death? Come on!”
The man tugged down his mask. “Do I look like I’m joking to you?” His mouth was a horizontal line, a barely visible slash across his face. “God help you if you lay yourself to rest there tonight.” He tugged the mask back on, adjusted his goggles over his eyes and began to spray a fine yellow-white mist towards the spores on the ceiling.
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Eleven at night and Nathan stood, staring at the pattern of mold that draped around his headboard, curving in towards where he normally slept. “Stop staring and come to bed, for God’s sake, Nathan.” Sara’s tone was forceful. Nathan eyed her, then gestured to the undulating stripes of darkness. 
“You have seen how close to my pillow it is?”
Sara shrugged, closing her book and putting it onto the bedside table. “Look, I’ve cleaned it off, again. It’s left a mark. It’s no big deal. And it’s almost December. If you sleep in the lounge with the lighter duvet, you’ll freeze to death.”
The very words caused Nathan to shiver, suddenly aware of the chill that surrounded him as night took hold. He shook his head and clambered into bed. He pulled the duvet up to his chin and shuffled his body away from the stained headboard and the combined smells of mold and bleach. 
“It seemed so ridiculous when the exterminator guy said it. ‘Creeping death.’ It’s a bloody Metallica song, not a species of damp.” Nathan chuckled to himself.
“It is ridiculous, Nathan. I’ve lived in this area all my life and it’s the ocean. Everyone gets this black mold. It’s gross, toxic even, but it’s not some sentient death plant.” She punched him in the arm as she spoke and flashed him a warm grin. Nathan tried to reflect it but managed only an uncomfortable half-smile. “I’m going to turn the light out. I’m up early. Night.” She planted a kiss on his cheek and clicked off the lamp. 
Nathan lay stretched out on his back, eyes to the ceiling. His ears twitched as he heard… something. Before he could figure out what, he dozed off.
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The phone buzzed on the table. Eight-thirty already. Nathan half-rolled over but stopped as a sharp pain jabbed at his shoulder. He winced, pulling in a deep breath, then turned his body in spite of the pain and swiped the screen to stop the alarm. He tugged at the window blind, allowing in enough light for him to find his discarded sweat pants from the night before. Hi, right eye stung as the sunlight hit it. He squeezed it closed, then gingerly got to his feet, tugging on the trousers and then walking through to the en-suite bathroom. 
He peeled open his painful right eye and stared at his reflection. The light skin of his chest and shoulder was scored with ink-black bands, winding around the form of his muscles and bones and reaching up to his neck, his jaw. A single band fingered its way from there to cover his right eye. He leaned forward, breathless and held the eye open wide, finding black flecks, only a hair’s breadth, crisscrossing the iris. 
He staggered backward, turning and dashing around the bed to where his phone sat on the bedside table. He tapped at the screen, bringing up Sara in his contacts. He hit call and waited. The phone rang out and went to voicemail. He brought it down from his ear. Tapped redial. It buzzed again until her voice came through from the other side.
“Nathan, you can’t call me at the hospital. The doctor’s waiting for me to go into surgery.”
“I’m sorry, Sara. I didn’t know… I don’t know what to do. The mold…”
“What about the mold? Can this really not wait until I get home?”
“It’s on me, Sara. It’s in me.”
At the other end of the line, Sara sighed. “What are you talking about?”
“Wait,” said Nathan and hung up. He dashed across the unmade bed to the bathroom, switching on the halogen lamp above the mirror, bathing the room in dazzling light that stung his infiltrated right eye. He held up the camera and snapped a photo, immediately hitting share and sending it to Sara in his messaging app. He paused. 
The phone buzzed to life. “What the fuck is that?” Sara spoke before he could. 
“It’s worse than it looks, Sara. It’s inside my eye, too.”
Sara’s breathing was ragged now. “Okay. Okay… I want you to come to the hospital. Can you drive?” 
Nathan looked into the mirror, noticing now a cloudy darkness at the periphery of his right eye’s vision. “I don’t think I really should. But I’ll be careful. It’s the quickest way.”
“Okay. Go to emergencies. I’ll meet you there when this surgery is done.”
“Sure.”
“Be careful. I love you.”
“Love you too.” Nathan hung up and fished out some clothes. He took a moment to brush his teeth and dashed out to the elevator.
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The emergency department of the hospital was all glaring strip lights and people rushing in all directions. Nathan wore a cap, pulled down low over his face and a long sleeve t-shirt, masking the intense markings of the mold. A nurse approached him as he sat down, clutching a clipboard. She took his details without paying much attention. Then she asked to take a look at the markings. 
Her mouth opened as if she were about to speak, but her jaw slackened. She looked down at the notes she had made, then back up at Nathan. “Wait here,” she said and darted off behind reception. A doctor appeared in front of him within minutes, the old woman in the next seat gesturing and swearing about her twisted ankle. The doctor removed Nathan’s cap and invited the woman to inspect his condition with a flick of his eyes. The murmur of the room was hushed. Nathan felt eyes on him from all over, his cheeks flushing. 
“Let’s get you into an observation area and we can take a proper look at you.” He gestured for Nathan to follow and wove his way around the Tetris block-like chair configuration, past the reception desk and through double doors to a treatment area. He pulled back a plastic curtain and asked Nathan to sit and remove his shirt.
Nathan did as he was asked, still feeling aches and stiffness in the shoulder where the bands of darkness discolored his skin and muscle. The doctor’s eyes widened once more as he saw the deep staining, eating into him from the surface. He cleared his throat and reapplied his professional manner. “First things first, I want to take a sample of the mold and send it to the lab here on-site. Luisa, the nurse, told me it was on the wall before it contaminated your skin here.”
Nathan nodded. “Still is. We’ve cleaned it with just about everything we could think of. It just keeps growing back. And spreading.”
The doctor grazed Nathan’s skin as he used a scalpel to remove a small section of the mold, fixing it onto a glass slide and then covering it in a clear plastic bag, which he placed on the work surface. The nurse pulled back the curtain and entered the consultation booth, clutching a bottle. She squirted a generous measure onto a handful of gauze and moved closer to Nathan. “High concentration ethanol. It stinks, but it should enable us to get through the surface mold and get a look at the skin and muscle underneath.”
Nathan looked across at the doctor, who offered a practiced smile, then nodded to the nurse, lifting his arm slightly to ease her task. She scrubbed away the mold, inky liquid rolling down his skin from the stripes. She mopped up the running fluid and tossed the gauze into the bin, quickly daubing more ethanol onto another ball and starting again. 
Time was difficult to measure, but after around half an hour and a difficult period where the nurse had to shield Nathan’s eyes and mouth from the cleanser as she cleaned his cheek, the process was complete. She dried his skin with paper towels and waited for the doctor’s instructions. He applied a fresh set of latex gloves and began to press and knead at the darkened flesh. It sagged under the pressure, sinking in from the surface and taking a long time to puff out to its normal shape.
The doctor sighed and turned to the nurse. “We’re going to have to take a biopsy. The condition of the flesh is… unusual.” Nathan flinched at the words.
“What do you mean by unusual, doctor?” He too began to depress the striped skin, watching it settle slowly to normal and taking note of the odd lack of resistance in the tissue.
The nurse dashed out of the observation cubicle, closing the curtain behind her as the doctor searched for the right words. “I really do mean ‘unusual’,” he said, scribbling on a notepad. “This isn’t consistent with anything I’ve ever seen in my training or study. We’ll take the biopsy – it won’t be invasive – and then we’ll have to go from there.”
Nathan nodded and folded his arms, feeling the coolness of the air with his shirt off. There was a long pause, the doctor avoiding eye contact with Nathan as they each waited for the nurse. The curtains parted and she entered with a small plastic tube and a chemical spray. She sprayed it onto the marked skin, freezing cold biting at the flesh around it. Nathan gasped. “This will numb it,” the nurse said, smiling. “So it won’t hurt when the doctor makes his incision.” Nathan nodded and braced.
The doctor sliced into the discolored flesh and took half a cubic centimeter or so, dropping it into the tube in the nurse’s hand and then placing a sterile strip over the incision to close the wound. “You can put your shirt back on,” said the doctor, tossing the gloves into a bin and washing his hands. “From the speed with which this infection or whatever it is has come on, I’m going to refer this for an emergency analysis, which means it will be back in twenty-four hours. Luisa will double check your contact details.”
Nathan pulled on his t-shirt and scooped up his jacket under his arm. “What about tonight?”
“I’m afraid tomorrow is the fastest time scale for the results. The lab is on a different site in another part of the city.”
“No, I mean, the mold. What should I do tonight?”
“Honestly, my advice is to stay far away. That goes for your wife, too. Stay in a hotel or with friends if you must. But until we identify it, it’s not worth taking the risk.”
Nathan nodded and thanked the doctor, taking out his phone to call Sara as he left the emergency department. The phone pulsed in his ear. No reply. He slipped it into his pocket and headed to the car park across the road. As he sat in the car, his phone rang. “Hey,” he said.
“What did the doctors say? I’ve just left the theatre.” Sara’s voice quivered, doors whooshed open and closed in the background.
“They’ve taken a biopsy. They didn’t say much. But what they didn’t say told me plenty. The look on the doctor’s face…”
“How bad is it? Where are you now? I’ve got about twenty-five minutes before the next surgery. Are you still at the hospital?”
“In the car park, over the road. I’ll come back. Meet you in front of emergencies?”
“Five minutes,” Sara hung up the phone.
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“Take off the hat!” Sara shouted as Nathan jogged across the road in front of a slow-moving ambulance. “You look like a criminal.” She smiled, her nurse’s uniform conveying a kind of innocence Nathan could never get used to. 
“It’s worse without it,” said Nathan, leaning in for a gentle kiss. He gripped the peak of the cap for a moment, before finally tugging it off of his head. He watched as Sara’s eyes widened and jerked from side to side, taking in the full horror of the stripes that marked his face. He felt his cheeks flush and pulled the cap back on, tugging the peak down to cover his face. 
“How far does it go down your neck?” Sara reached out to grab the zip on Nathan’s jacket but he stopped her and held it.
“It’s not just my neck. My shoulder, chest. It’s everywhere. The same concentric patterns. I’ll show you at home. Not here.”
Sara nodded. “I’m going to go and speak to the doctor. Are you sure you’re okay to drive home?”
Nathan shrugged. “I’ll drive slowly. Take the back roads. My vision is still cloudy but no worse than this morning.”
“I’ll see you at home tonight,” Sara said and kissed Nathan’s cheek.
“The doctor said we should stay somewhere else until the fungus is identified and a course of action established. I’ll go there now. Stay in the lounge, away from the mold. Besides, I need to feed the cat and shut her out of the bedroom. We’ll work it out when you finish work.”
Sara placed her hand on Nathan’s shoulder, the sudden jab of pain causing him to wince. She tried to force a smile, then walked into emergencies.
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Just before eight in the evening and, refreshed from an afternoon of napping on the sofa, Nathan slung his rucksack onto his shoulder and stood as the metro train eased into the airport station. He swiped his card through the exit barrier and strolled across the road to the airport hotel he’d booked for the night. After a brief and courteous exchange with reception, he was on the seventh floor, in his room. He marveled as planes soared past the window on their way to the runway, layers of thick glass and soundproofing allowing only the quietest of whispers announce their arrival.
He tossed his bag onto the luggage table and walked to the bathroom. He pulled off his t-shirt and hung it on the hook on the door. He turned on the light above the sink and looked into the mirror at the now-grey areas of skin, banding around from his shoulder across the right side of his chest and neck.
He pressed his fingertip into it, as the doctor had and watched the unnatural depressing of the skin before it slowly re-inflated. In the bright light, he noticed something else. Thick black hairs. They grew the length of each of the concentric curves of stained skin, protruding from the middle of each band. The darkness of them was stark against the downy fair hair that coated his chest and upper arms. He grasped one of the short hairs between his finger and thumb. It felt waxy. 
Nathan reached for the vanity pack behind the taps and took out the small pair of scissors. He pulled them from their plastic wrap and pulled one of the hairs taught, held up the scissors and cut. He held the clipped hair to the light, noticing the darkness of it, how light seemed to be absorbed by it entirely, none of the sheen that his golden hair normally had. 
He snipped four or five more hairs, quickly, running them down the plughole with hot water. Then he stopped. Watched as the first of the hairs he had cut gradually extended from his chest until it reached the same length as the others, its motion almost like liquid. He reached for the scissors again with trembling hands and sliced it back off. He watched. Waited. The black follicle extended to the length of the others, then stopped.

	 “Fuck me,” said Nathan and dashed through to the bedroom. He took his phone from the bedside table and called Sara.
“Hey, how are you feeling? Are you in the hotel?” Sara’s voice was cheerful, her breath short as she walked.
“Sara, hey. Erm… yeah, I’m here.”
“And how is it? The room? Nice?”
“The room… yeah…fine… great. Look, there’s something new. With this infection or… whatever it is.”
“Okay, I’m listening.”
“There are these… hairs… well, not hairs. I don’t know. Fuck, maybe it’s better if you just look at them.” Nathan slumped down into the desk chair.
“Try not to worry. We’re out of the house, away from that awful mold. But sure, I’ll take a look. Twenty minutes, I’m just going down to the metro, okay? Love you.”
The phone clicked off. Nathan stayed motionless for a moment, his mind darting from one dark place to the next. Then he was on his feet in the bathroom, the lighter from his pocket in his hand. He pinched one of the hairs again and held it as far from the skin on his chest as he could. He lit the flame on the lighter and brought it close to his chest. He felt the heat of it on his skin and watched as the hair between his fingertip squirmed.
He brought the lighter lower, to another of the follicles. Without his fingers to grip it in place, it wriggled, moving one way and the other to avoid the flame. He dropped the lighter and dashed back into the room, tugging on his shirt as he moved. He reached for his cap and pulled it down over his face. 
Couldn’t look at it anymore. 
He hunched on one of the beds and grabbed the remote, flicking the TV on and finding a mindless sports summary program on one of the news channels. He stared at the screen without really taking it in and did his best to ignore the trembling of his hands. 
Someone thumped at the door, shaking Nathan from his daze. He hurried over. Again the booming sound came. “Who’s there?” he said.
“Nathan! Open the door, it’s me!”
Nathan unlocked the door and swung it open.
“I’ve been banging on this door for five minutes. What were you doing?”
Nathan stood back as she walked in, his jaw slack, at a loss. He followed her into the bedroom area and helped her with her bag. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was miles away.” He picked up the remote and flicked off the TV.
“So what did you want to show me?” said Sara, taking off her jacket.
Nathan led her to the bathroom and took off his shirt, first pointing to the hairs, then picking up the lighter.
“What the fuck is that?” she said as she watched the hairs dance away from the fire. 
Nathan shook his head, unable to speak. He put the lighter down.
“I spoke to the doctor after you left,” said Sara. “He said we can go in for the biopsy results first thing tomorrow. The doors open at eight o’clock, but he said I could call him any time after seven and he’d show us in.”
“Okay,” said Nathan.
“Let’s order some food, relax a bit and then we’ll get some sleep, eh?” Sara smiled but failed to hide the fear she was feeling.
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The alarm buzzed on the bedside table. Six-thirty and long before Nathan usually rose. He shut off the drone of the alarm and sat up, peeling away the oversized white t-shirt he’d worn to bed to inspect his chest. He clicked on the lamp and swallowed hard as he saw that the hairs had grown longer, multiplied and sprouted tiny blooms of the mold that had scarred the bedroom wall. 
“How is it?” Sara lay on her side in her bed, her eyes pleading.
Nathan shrugged. “Worse than last night, but not as bad as yesterday morning. Let’s grab a quick breakfast and then head over to the hospital.”
Sara nodded and Nathan stood, peeling off his clothes and walking towards the bathroom for a quick shower. She watched the dark lines emerge as his t-shirt rose to his head and was tossed into the bin, stained with streaks of thundercloud grey. Nathan blew her a kiss and she squeezed her eyes shut.
A few moments later, he emerged from the bathroom, billowing steam following him through the door. “Shower’s great. And it’s taken most of the puffy stuff off me.” He stepped forward, pushing out his chest. Sara was dressed, fastening her trainers. 
“I’ll shower later. I got a text from Doctor Ribeiro. He said we should come as soon as we can.” She held up the phone for Nathan to see.
“No breakfast?” Nathan narrowed his eyes at her and patted his belly.
“Let’s see if they’ll let us take some pastries and coffee away, eh?”
Nathan tugged a new t-shirt over his head and straightened it out, then fastened the belt on his jeans. He stuffed everything that was uncontaminated into the rucksack and they headed out to reception. 
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It was the longest eleven-minute metro journey in either of their lives, regardless of the excellent apricot turnovers. They sat as close together as they could as the earliest commuters gradually packed out the train. At the sixth stop, they squeezed out and up the stairs to the hospital exit. The doctor stood to wait for them outside the doors to the emergency department.
“Is it worse? Has it grown more?” His voice was frantic as he gestured to the single open door and ushered them along to one of the consultation booths. Nathan handed his jacket to Sara and lifted off his shirt. The cloudy substance had not yet returned, but the long hair-like tendrils remained in place. The doctor inspected several of them with a magnifying device, his breath quickening.
He stood back, placing the magnifier down on the bench to the side. “We got the results last night and… it’s really not good news.”
Nathan’s eyes widened. He glanced at Sara, panic etched on his face.
“But we do have a procedure in place,” the doctor quickly jumped in, realizing the severity of what he’d said. “Let me explain.”
Sara reached out and squeezed Nathan’s hand. “Go on,” she said.
“This fungus has been encountered twice before. Once in Greenland, a few years ago, when there was a period of fast melting of one part of the Petermann glacier. The previous time was in the late nineteenth century. In Antarctica.”
“Antarctica?” Nathan sat forward. “What the hell is it doing in Portugal?”
The doctor threw up his hands. “That we can’t tell you. But it’s a positive match. Genetically identical.”
“So, if you know what it is, you know how to treat it?” Sara looked hopefully at the doctor.
“Well, that’s the interesting part. When this stuff started spreading. In both cases, it attacked living flesh. Embedded itself in it and managed to infest it, completely. All the organic matter that became contaminated – we’re talking trees, animal life, everything – died.”
“The organism died?” Nathan covered his mouth with his hands.
“In some cases, yes. But in the majority, just the part of the organism that was infested.”
“What about the biopsy you took?”
The doctor nodded. “The cells are dead. Already in a state of decay.”
“But why did it hurt so much when I touched my shoulder?”
The doctor paused. “Roll up your sleeve,” he said. Nathan did as he was asked. The doctor placed his fingertip on one of the contaminated areas. “Tell me precisely where you feel pain, ok?” He pressed the tired, grey skin inward. Nathan’s facial muscles contracted in a grimace and he pointed to the healthy skin at one side of the infected flesh. “As I thought,” said the doctor. “It’s the healthy tissue, undergoing strain from the unnatural movement of the dead part.”
Sara stood and started pacing. “What do we have to do to make it better?”
The doctor took in a deep breath. “There’s really no easy way to say this. The fungus doesn’t react to any known anti-fungal agents. Nor antibiotics, nor sterilization procedure.”
Nathan eyed him harshly. “There’s no cure?”
The doctor shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying at all. The only way to combat this particular type of mold is to burn the host tissue.”
Sara stopped pacing. “To what?!”
The doctor gestured for her to return to her seat. “It’s not like it sounds. A specialist from Copenhagen, who studied the Greenland case for his Ph.D., has agreed to fly in this morning and to carry out the procedure. He’s going to use a high-powered laser and, basically cut the fungus out.”
Nathan covered his face with his hands. “But, the scarring…”
“Will be substantial,” said the doctor. “But, left unchecked, the fungus will spread and it will prove fatal.” He stood and stretched. “I understand that you’ll want to take a moment to think about this and discuss it. It’s the only viable course of treatment we have. I’m going to get a cup of coffee. Dr. Rasmussen will be here within the half hour.” 
The doctor pushed aside the plastic curtain and left the emergency area. Sara moved to sit close to Nathan, placing a hand on top of his. “What do you reckon?” she said, her voice small.
Nathan squeezed her hand. “It’s a shitty choice to make. Look like some sort of modern art project monster or be slowly eaten by the mold. Jesus.” He shook his head. “I have to do it. I’ll have the surgery.” 
Sara put a hand on the side of his face and made him look at her. “You don’t have to do it. Whatever you decide, I’ll support you.” A single tear traced a path down Nathan’s cheek. He closed his eyes. Nodded. 
“Thank you. But I don’t want to die. Not now. Even if… Even if it means this will be here in some way forever.”
Sara kissed him on the forehead. “I’m going to go and tell Doctor Ribeiro.” She stood, picked up her handbag and disappeared out of the cubicle, her footsteps echoing down the corridor until she left.
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Sara squeezed Nathan’s hand, as he lay on the gurney, waiting to go into theatre. Doctor Rasmussen smiled from behind his surgical mask and dark goggles. “Are you feeling okay, Nathan?” he said in a gravelly voice.
Nathan nodded.
“We’ll wheel you into the theatre, then Marta, our anesthetist is going to put you out. When you wake up, all this nasty stuff is going to be long gone. How does that sound?”
Nathan beamed. “Very good. Really very good.”
“Good luck,

	 my love,” said Sara as the nurse and orderly began to push the gurney. He looked up at the strip lights passing overhead as he was moved into the center of the theatre. They lifted him up and over to the operating table.
“Deep breaths now, Nathan,” said the anesthetist from behind him, her voice soothing. He felt her gloved hands on his arm, then a sharp needle prick. “Deep breaths.” He inhaled, focusing on his patterned chest rising and falling, as his eyes became heavier. Soon, the black that occupied half of his field of vision in his right eye was matched in his left and he felt himself dozing off into darkness.
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Nathan came round to the sound of beeping. His head swam, his eyes seeming to trail behind the motion of his head, his vision a blur. He held still, waiting for his focus to adjust. He looked down at his heavily bandaged chest, reached up with his free right arm and touched his face. More bandaging. The air smelled of something other than the simple sterile fragrance of the hospital. Burning. Cooked meat. He swallowed so as not to retch. 
The vision in his right eye remained clouded, shrouded in a fog of darkness.
The door swished open and Sara strode across to him, placing her palm on the uncovered left side of his face. “The doctor said it was a complete success. You’re going to be okay.”
Pain ripped through the charred muscles of Nathan’s face as he smiled. “I’m so relieved,” he said. “But my eye. My vision is still… look at it. Are the black flecks still there?”
Sara leaned back, allowing the light to move across Nathan’s face. Her expression turned grave and she nodded. “Still there,” she said.
The door whooshed again and the two doctors entered. “How do you feel?” Doctor Rasmussen asked, bristles of salt and pepper stubble catching the light as a broad smile broke across his face.
“I can’t feel anything,” said Nathan and glanced over to the drip that was plugged into his left arm. 
“Mmhmm, morphine. When it wears off, the pain will be… significant for a few days. Doctor Ribeiro will prescribe something to take the edge off. And a cream to try to reduce the scarring. That will be a long process, though.” He raised his index finger in warning. 
“Doctor… my eye?” Nathan was unable to articulate the question any better.
Doctor Rasmussen wrung his hands. “Yes. There is still a part of the fungus there but, as you can appreciate, had I burned the fungal matter within the eye itself, we would have had to have taken the entire organ.”
Silence filled the room.
“But will it… will it grow?”
“This is something Doctor Ribeiro’s colleagues in ophthalmology will be monitoring in the coming weeks. Whether it grows and the eye has to be removed or not, I’m afraid the clouding of your vision seems it will remain.”
The door opened again and a nurse brought in a small trolley with a smoothie and a small bowl of ice cream. “Hi Nathan,” he said, pushing the trolley closer and turning the tray part so it sat over Nathan’s chest. “You can’t chew because of the burning of some of your jaw muscles, so it’s meal shakes and ice-cream for the next three days. It could be worse, huh?” He winked and helped Nathan to shift up into a sitting position.
“We’ll leave you to eat,” said Doctor Ribeiro, holding the door for the nurse to leave. The three men left, Sara staying by Nathan’s side.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” she said, squeezing his hand. 
“What about the eye, though Sara? I think it might be worse.” He turned his head to look at her, twisting his neck and watching as the blurred dark patches in his field of vision shifted. “What if it reaches into my brain?” He felt the warmth of tears gushing into his eyelids and then breaching them, spilling on to his cheeks.
“That’s what the ophthalmologist will be looking for. Any spread and they’ll… do what has to be done. It’s going to be alright.” She picked up the smoothie and smelled it. “Urgh, this smells awful. Ice-cream?” She grinned and picked up the spoon, scooping some onto the edge. She held it out and Nathan prised his jaw apart just enough to get the tip inside. He slurped it into his mouth, felt it melt and then swallowed it down. “Can you manage or do you want me to help? My shift starts in about fifteen?” 
Nathan took the bowl and the spoon and gingerly fed himself, his shoulder restricted in its movement. “I’ll manage. Have a good day,” he said and puckered up for a kiss. Sara planted a peck on his weakened lips and departed.
Nathan ate the ice cream in silence. Dark thoughts whirred around inside his drug-addled brain. He closed his eyes and opened them again, hoping the indistinct frame of darkness would shift. But there it remained, reminding him that this thing was still inside him. He was still contaminated. He finished the ice cream and slipped the spoon into his mouth, cleaning it off against his tongue and the roof of his mouth. 
He took the spoon out and glanced over at the hanging bag, its saline and morphine cocktail seeping into his bloodstream. He held the spoon up, folded the curved edge under his right eyelid. Felt the resistance from the white jelly of his eyeball. 
And pressed.
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