The Syndulla Chronicles
Part 3: Predatory
*Gamma quadrant, Sector XIII*
*Planet Earth, Undisclosed location, 9:02 AM*
	*BRRRRZT!* *BRRRRZT!* *BRRRRZT!*
	Electronic buzzing forced its way into Chelsea’s brain and jack hammered her eyelids open. Groaning, she hit the sleep button and spitefully peeled the covers off. Wiping her face with her hands, she sat up on her bed in a post-sleep stupor. Stripping down, simply out of routine and instinct, she entered the adjoining bathroom and began showering. As the warm water cascaded down her body, the fog of sleep began to fade from her mind and she began to remember the events of last night.
	Did all that REALLY happen? It was hard to tell at present, in her drowsy state of mind Chelsea wasn’t sure what to believe. The whole scenario seemed way too weird to be real, but too vivid to be some dream. Pressing her head against the shower wall, Chelsea tried hard to focus on the facts as the water shook off her fatigue. Did I really consent to being some kind of life support system for an alien? And there are evil, planet-destroying conquerors out there too?  Chelsea shook her head and shut off the water. Well, there’s one way to find out for sure.
	Stepping out of the shower, Chelsea toweled off as she stepped back into her room. As she began dressing, a loose t-shirt with blue sweat pants, she began to dread what she might find when she opened the door to the living room. Pausing at the door, she listened for any sign of life on the other side. Surprisingly, it was quiet; not a sound was heard. Chelsea sighed, gathering her strength before she opened the door.
	Nothing was there. Nothing out of the ordinary anyway; same room, same table, same couch and no alien sleeping on it. The blankets were folded under the coffee table like the night before. Chelsea hummed aloud. Maybe it all was some crazy dream. Shaking her head, she walked to her fridge to grab milk for her breakfast. She was just pouring the cereal when a knocking sound rang out.
	On her window.
	Turning toward the noise, Chelsea nearly jumped out of her skin spilling Crispix all across the table. At the top of the window peeked out an upside down, red-skinned, white haired, horned head with a clawed hand waving beside it.
	Great, Chelsea groaned as she stood, it WASN”T a dream.
	Unlocking the window, Chelsea stepped back as her new tenant gracefully maneuvered his way into the apartment. He turned toward her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”
	“Uh, that’s alright. To be honest, I was kind of hoping this was all an elaborate dream.”
	“You and me both.” Clefto moved toward the couch and sat down. “I take it you haven’t eaten yet?”
	“Just about to, if I don’t have a nervous breakdown first.” Chelsea began scooping the spilled cereal back into the box. “Where did you run off to?”
	Clefto began stretching out his double-jointed legs. “Just around the neighborhood. I don’t know how long I’ll be here so I thought I’d try to get familiar with the territory.” 
	“You think you should be out there like that?” She started eating. “If someone saw you it might cause that panic you’re trying to avoid.”
	Clefto stopped in mid-stretch and looked at her intently, yellow eyes gleaming. “I am a Battlemaster of the KCIF Stealth Corps. NO ONE saw me.” 
	Chelsea swallowed a mouthful of cereal. “Ok then.” There was a long, awkward silence as she resumed eating. “So… what are you gonna do for the rest of the day?” 
	“I’m not sure yet. I’m hoping to construct a beacon to notify the outpost on…Mars was it?...of my current position. You?”
	Chelsea stood up and began washing her empty cereal bowl at the kitchen sink. “Well…uh…I’m not quite sure either. School just ended for me and I have a few weeks off until work starts so I don’t know, really.”
	“Are you leaving the house today?” Clefto sat up straight. “Because I need to get back inside you in the near future.”
	“Wha…OH! Right…that. I, uh, I guess we could do…uh…THAT…now, if you want.”
	“Better now than later.” Clefto stood and stretched his arms over his head, arm spines twitching as he did so. “I’d rather not be stuck outside when my timer runs out.”
	“Yeah…sure…” Chelsea crossed her arms and averted her eyes.
	Clefto looked at her posture quizzically. “Are you alright? You seem nervous.”
	“No…well, yeah I guess I AM nervous. This isn’t exactly normal for me you know.”
	“Ah, of course; you were unconscious the first time. I guess I’ll have to walk you through it.” Now Clefto’s posture was uncertain. Not because he was nervous, but because he’d never had to do something like this before. Everyone on his home world was familiar with this custom and did it without a second thought. Trying to explain it now just seemed weird, especially to an alien girl. “Ok, ok this should be simple. Just take my hands.” He extended his hands toward Chelsea, who gingerly took them in her own. “Now, bring them toward your face. The alterations to your body should do the rest.”
	“You’re sure? I’m not really comfortable with this.”
	“If you want, I could knock you out again.” Clefto’s tone was 100% serious.
	“Uh…no. No, I’d rather learn to deal with it now than later.” Exhaling loudly, Chelsea lifted the appendages toward her face. At first, the red clawed hands did not seem at all appetizing. But that suddenly changed: in a way Chelsea couldn’t even begin to explain or fathom, she suddenly felt an extreme urge to…to…
	Without thinking, Chelsea stuffed Clefto’s hands into her mouth and swallowed. Suddenly confronted with the sight of arms sticking out of her mouth, she made less-than-intelligent “AWK!” noise around her mouthful. She almost spat him out right then and there but then the flavor hit: oh God, it was incredible! There was absolutely no way to describe the taste; it wasn’t like anything she’d ever had before. But it was easily the best thing she’d ever eaten. Clefto was similarly startled by Chelsea’s abrupt action, but got over it much quicker. 
“Whoa! Heh, okay that’s it, go with the instinct.” Chelsea was certainly willing to finish; Clefto’s hands were obstructing her air flow. She could still breathe but it was like sucking air through a straw, she couldn’t keep it up for long. She was about to swallow again when she noticed the spines on the arms in front of her. Those certainly didn’t look appetizing. Unable to talk, Chelsea ‘awked’ again and gestured at the protruding limbs. “Oh, right, I’ll take care of that. One moment.” Chelsea felt the hands tense in her esophagus, causing waves of pressure to course all throughout her throat. The arm spines folded down onto Clefto’s forearms, flattening to only a continuous smooth bump. Chelsea let out an intrigued hum and swallowed again, taking alien in up to his elbows. More and more flavor washed over her tongue as the toned muscles entered her mouth. Chelsea abandoned all remaining inhibitions and swallowed again to cause Clefto’s head to enter her mouth. The alien kicked off with his feet in sync with her swallows, creating one giant gulp to move his head into her stomach and creating a noticeable bulge in her midsection.
	“There we go.” Clefto’s voice was once again in her head as it had been the night before. “You’re doing great, keep it up.” Chelsea gulped again to take in his entire upper half, red legs dangling in the air as she tilted her head back to let gravity assist her. Her midsection swelled to an even greater size as Clefto’s chest and arms was deposited into it. Only the red double-jointed legs were still outside. Clefto began curling up tighter to force more of his body inside the stomach. Soon, only his dinosaur feet were left outside and even those were quickly sucked in. One last swallow and Chelsea’s occupant was fully inside her now fully stretched stomach. 
	Grunting with the additional weight, Chelsea spread her legs to compensate. Her gut squirmed and stretched from Clefto’s movements. An ill-timed squirm from her passenger caused her to lose her balance and fall heavily onto the couch. “OOF! Ugh, well that wasn’t too bad.”
	“Sorry, my fault. Just trying to get comfortable. ”
	“No problem.” Chelsea spread her legs to make room for her enlarged gut and gave a soft belch. “Wow. I didn’t notice how good this felt last night with all the excitement but…wow. Just…wow.” She gently began rubbing her belly, leaning her head back in ecstasy. Her belly felt so full, so satisfied, and so warm. Every movement Clefto made seemed augmented to her, creating an extremely novel and even pleasurable experience. “This is amazing! God, does it always feel this good?”
	“According to my knowledge, yes. While I’ve never done it before, Droona and other Calypsians seemed to enjoy the feeling of consuming live being. Heh, I always swore Droona would just invent new excuses to…” Clefto stopped speaking, an audible sigh coming from Chelsea’s stomach. 
	“Oh…Clefto, I’m sorry. You don’t have to talk about it.”
	“No, no I’m alright. I’m alright.” Silence hung in the room, Chelsea idly rubbing her middle with one hand. Chelsea felt stupid; she’d made the alien remember that the one person he was closest to, his “life-partner”, had died in their crash landing. Desperately, she tried to change the subject. 
	“So, you can’t eat things? I mean, not like I can?”
	It took a while, but Chelsea was relieved to hear Clefto’s voice in her head again. “No. Kalarians were never compatible with the technology of the MAD. There have been rumors of altered Kalars, although they’re usually unsubstantiated. Races compatible with the tech aside from Calypsians are rare; no one knows what makes the MAD work on different species.”
	“So you have no idea why I’m compatible?”
	“I’m no scientist, but I may be one of the few Kalarians to ever successfully inhabit two species and be in the capacity to report about it. I might be able to find similarities.”
	Chelsea leaned forward slightly. “One of the few? Why is that?”
	“Without knowing which race is compatible, we wouldn’t want to use the MAD blithely with the risk of fatality. Humans as a race may be compatible, or it may be a stroke of luck that you could be altered. Another human might’ve died.”
	“Right, forgot about that.” Chelsea leaned back again, content with the quiet for now. The two sat in silence for a long time. She yawned. “Huh, that’s weird; I just woke up, why am I so tired?”
	“The first few times are always exhausting, you’ll adapt to it soon. You didn’t notice it last time because you were unconscious.” 
	“Well, I feel absolutely wiped now. You mind if I take a nap?”
	“By all means; I didn’t get much sleep last night myself. I’ll rest as well.”
	Chelsea eased herself down to lie on the couch, her gut protruding beside her.  “Okay then. Good night.”
	“Night? It’s morning. Chelsea?”
	But Chelsea didn’t respond; she had already slipped into one of the most blissful sleeps of her life.
**********
*Several hours later*
		Chelsea woke up slowly and peacefully, now fully rested. She looked at the clock on the wall and her eyes widened; 5 PM! She’d been asleep for almost nine hours! But her panic was short lived; it’s not like she had anywhere to be today. Looking down she saw her stomach was still occupied. Propping her head up on her elbow she poked her laden midsection. “Hey, you up?”
	“Yes, I’ve been awake for some time now. You’ve been asleep quite a while.” 
	“Yeah, well, after last night I guess I needed more rest.” She sat up, belly between her legs again. “What’ve you been doing in there?” 
	“Just absorbing the necessary chemicals from your body. It’s goes faster when I’m inert.”
	Chelsea gently patted her belly, still reveling in the sensations. “How long does that take? Not that I’m complaining.”
	“Done properly, the process takes twelve hours at first, but with time the process can be shortened to eight.”
	The conversation was suddenly interrupted by a loud, electronic ringing playing to “Camp Town Races”.
	“What’s that noise? Some sort of alarm? Are we under attack?!?” Clefto began squirming vigorously; creating noticeable bulges and generating even more warmth from within the stomach. 
 Chelsea wrapped her arms around her abdomen, trying to stop the erratic motion. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Easy, it’s just my phone!”
The writhing stopped. “Phone?”
“A telephone; it’s a gadget for talking over long distances.”
“So, a communicator? Then why is it so annoying?”
“It’s just to make sure I answer it. It’s not that annoying.”
“It is to me. Besides, a song? A simple tone would do.”
With a huff, Chelsea hoisted her gut in her arms and shakily stood up. Staying as balanced as she could with the aliens weight, she walked into the kitchen to where her cordless phone was docked. Pressing the speak button, she brought it up to her ear and answered. “Hello?”
“Hey Chels, it’s Sam.”
Chelsea breathed. Samantha Rhodes, aka Sam, was her best friend since junior high and had remained so through high school and college. The petite brunette was a bit of a tomboy, shorter than Chelsea by just a bit, but she could outfight people twice her size thanks to karate lessons and bits of military training received from her retired Army Ranger grandfather. She even wore his old dog tags. “Hey Sam, what’s up?”
“Hey, you’re not working yet are you?”
“No, why?”
“Well that’s good ‘cuz I just found your uniform at my place.”
Chelsea facepalmed; her waitress uniform! During the work season, they’d alternated driving Chelsea to work and Sam to her martial arts school. She must’ve left it at Sam’s place when they carpooled. “Great. Could you maybe bring it over?”
“Sorry Chels, but my car’s getting its brakes done. Can’t you come get it?”
Chelsea looked down at her swaying middle and cleared her throat. “Uh, is now really a good time?”
“Yeah, sorry, but I’m gonna be out of town for a while for a tournament. Don’t know when I’ll be back. Better now than later, right?” 
Chelsea sighed. She didn’t want to be seen with an alien hitchhiker, but she couldn’t let on something was wrong. With a small gulping noise, she answered; “Yeah, yeah I’ll be there in a sec.”
“Great! See ya in a bit!” The line disconnected with a click. 
Chelsea hung up the phone and sighed, pressing her head against the wall. “Great, just great. Now what am I gonna do?”
‘Are we actually going?”
Chelsea looked down, placing both hands on her stomach. “You heard?”
“I do have excellent hearing compared to humans.”
	“Well, I do need that uniform. And I can’t really reschedule; Sam’s not the kind of girl to conform to anybody, even friends. But how am I gonna explain THIS?” She motioned toward her gut with both hands. “I look like I’m pregnant with triplets!! Can’t you just jump out for a while?”
	“Unfortunately, once the chemical absorption process begins, it can’t be interrupted for a prolonged time without irreparable damage.”
	“Perfect. So what are we gonna do?!?”
	Clefto seemed to consider this. “Hang on; I’m going to try something.” Audible grunting was heard inside of Chelsea’s stomach as the mass inside moved erratically. Chelsea grabbed the kitchen counter to keep her balance as her middle swayed and lurched. Then, the bulge began to shrink; slowly but inexorably. Finally, Chelsea’s’ midsection had shrunken to almost normal with nothing more than an almost unnoticeable pudge. 
	Chelsea was dumbstruck. “Whoa! Clefto, how’d you do that?”
	No response; only a slight quivering in her middle.
	“Clefto? Clefto, are you alright?” She gingerly poked her middle, worry building in her voice. “Clefto, you’re scaring me. Say something!” With a wet gasping sound, Chelsea’s middle suddenly ballooned back to its occupied size, the sudden shift of weight flinging her into the wall. “OOF! HEY!”
	“Sorry. You broke my concentration.” Clefto’s voice didn’t sound too sorry, but Chelsea decided not to press the matter.
	“Fine. Sorry. Just don’t scare me like that again. Now, you wanna tell me what just happened?”
	“Part of your alterations allow for me to compact my body for the purposes of stealth. In war, it’s easier for a soldier to move without a 180-pound stomach hanging off their body. It’s not perfect though; it’s like tensing a muscle over a prolonged time, I can’t keep it up for long.” 
	“Well, how long can you do it? Long enough to fool Sam?”
	Clefto paused, as if considering. “With practice, I should be able to keep it up for almost half an Earth hour. For now, since I’m still acclimating to the body, I feel I could do it for about five minutes.”
	Chelsea sighed. “Okay, so, in and out quick and we should be fine right?”
	“I see no complications, but I’ve been wrong before. Just be quick about it.”
	Chelsea walked to the door to grab her car keys of the hook they hung from. “Okay, let’s go.”
**********
	Shifting her Honda into park, Chelsea steeled herself. This had to go off without a hitch; Sam was all too good at reading her. She looked across the street at Sam’s small brick house. Then she looked down at her stomach, now pressed up against the steering wheel. “Okay, we’re here. Do your thing.” Without a word, her stomach shrunk once again. It was faster and smoother this time. Chelsea straightened her baggy light-blue T-shirt down to her jeans, hoping to cover the barely noticeable bulge. Exhaling loudly, Chelsea opened the door and stepped out. As she walked, she was aware of constant pressure in her stomach, like carbonation in a bottle. It wasn’t painful, but persistent. She had to do this fast. Chelsea stepped up the porch steps and knocked on the door.
	Seconds later, the door opened. Sam was in her karate gi, white with her black belt wrapped around the waist, dog tags ever-present around her neck. Her brown hair was tied behind her head in a long ponytail underneath her Army Ranger baseball cap. “Hey Chels, you got here quick.”
	Chelsea tried not to show her nervousness as she delivered her rehearsed response. “Yeah, sorry, but I gotta hurry. I’ve got noodles on the stove at home.”
	“Oh, okay. I’ll go get your stuff.” Sam turned and moved into the house. Chelsea sighed and placed a hand on her stomach. “We’re almost done,” she whispered. “How you doing?”
	Clefto’s response was strained. “Please, don’t talk to me. Need to focus.”
	Chelsea would’ve apologized, but Sam was coming back. She dropped her hand to her side to adopt a more neutral posture. Sam didn’t seem to notice as she hand her the waitress uniform. “Thanks Sam, I owe you one. Now, I gotta go. Noodles and stuff”
	“Yeah, I gotta get going too. My tournament’s ten miles away and I gotta get to the train station. Wanna hang some other time?”
	“Yeah, yeah see ya around.” Chelsea hustled to her car, hoping she didn’t look to desperate.
	Sam watched as she climbed into her car and drove away. As the Civic sped out of sight, she shook her head as she closed the door. “Must be some good noodles.”
**********
	As Chelsea rounded the corner, her gut once again burst outward to sag against the wheel. The pressure relieved, Chelsea tilted her head back and sighed, one hand on her stomach. “Whew! That was close!”
	“Yes, it was. And uncomfortable. I need to get better acclimated to your body if this is going to be common practice.” Clefto stretched, causing very noticeable bulges. 
	Chelsea gasped at the movement. “Okay, DON”T do that while I’m driving PLEASE.”
	The bulges receded. “Sorry, I’ll try to remember that.”
	“It’s alright, just a little warning next time before you…”
*GrrRRwl!*
	Chelsea looked down at her belly intently. “Was that me? That can’t be me; I’m not hungry at all! I’m literally as full as I can get!”
	“Sorry, that was me. I haven’t eaten today.”
	Oh, okay. So what do you want?
	“At this point, I don’t care; I just need it soon.” 
	Chelsea thought for a bit. “Eh, what the heck. I’ve got some extra money. Let’s get something while we’re out.”
	“A public eatery? Is that wise? I thought you didn’t want to be seen.”
	“I didn’t want my friend to see me. No one else knows me in this neighborhood, so it’s okay if someone else sees us. Come on, live a little!” 
	“I still don’t think…”
	“Oh, don’t worry. Besides, I’m driving so you don’t have a choice.”
	Clefto was silent for a bit. Then, a sigh. “Fine, let’s go.”
	“Great. Come on, I know a place with good steak.”
**********
	The orange neon sign flickered the name “Mike’s Roadhouse” brightly in the now dark night sky. Chelsea rubbed her arms toward off the chilly breeze, grateful for the warmth her passenger provided, as she walked down the sidewalk of the dimly light neighborhood toward the parking garage where her car was parked. “Well that was good, huh?”
	“Indeed. Earther food definitely has its benefits.” Clefto’s contented sigh emanated in her head.
	“So, you eat the food I eat? Because, I have to admit, that seems pretty gross.”
	“I’ve never considered it, as you say, ‘gross’ before; it is simply how it’s always been. Some scientists believe Kalarians evolved from intestinal parasites, but cannot confirm it.” 
	“Huh. Evolution’s debated on this planet too. Some people think we used to be apes.”
	“Aren’t you apes already?”
	“Wha…oh, I meant smaller, dumber, hairier ones.”
	There was silence for a moment. “I really don’t see any difference.”
	“Hey, that’s not!...” Chelsea stopped midsentence at the sound of chuckling. “Oh, you ass!” She gave her middle a playful jab, causing it to bounce a bit. More chuckling sounded. “When did you get a sense of humor?”
	“I’ve always had a sense of humor. I just haven’t had a reason for using it lately.” Her stomach shifted again, Clefto moving to get more comfortable. “It’s getting late; we should be heading home.”
	“Shh!” Chelsea glanced over her shoulder as discreetly as possible. A man in dark jeans and a faded Lakers hoodie was behind her. His hood shrouded his features. When he saw her turn, he quickly turned as if waiting at the corner behind her. She turned forward again and continued walking.
	“Chelsea, what is it? What’s going on?”
	Chelsea lowered her voice as quietly as possible. “Someone’s following me.”
	“Who? A spy? A government agent?”
	“No, it’s just some guy.”
	“Well, if it’s just a civilian, simply ask him what he wants.”
	Chelsea looked over her shoulder again. The man again feigned indifference, but did not stop. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me.”
	“Why? It’s just a civilian; he has no reason to harm you, you’ve done nothing to him.”
	Chelsea was about to respond when another man in street clothes came out from an alleyway across the street and began walking parallel to her. Then another.  Her throat tightened as she hissed under her breath, “There’s three of them now!” 
	“I don’t understand. What would three civilians want with you? Are you certain you don’t know them from somewhere?”
	Chelsea didn’t respond; she was too focused on her pursuers, who had now formed into one group. Finally, she made it to the garage. She sped up slightly, nervously glancing over her shoulder. The three had matched her new pace. Practically speed-walking now, Chelsea hurried to where her car was parked, fumbling her keys out of her pocket.
	Ten paces from the car, she stopped; a fourth hooded man had appeared out of the shadows and stood in her path. Chelsea hesitated for a fraction of a second, which gave the other three to surround her and cut off escape.  Chelsea snapped her head back and forth, trying to watch all of them at once. All was quiet for ten seconds then the first man spoke up, his voice low and theatrically menacing. “Well, well, well…. You out a little late, girl. And girls out this late only lookin’ for ONE thing.” The other three started laughing, slowly advancing on her. “I say me and my boys do something about that.”
	“Is…is he saying what I THINK he’s saying?!?” Clefto’s voice was incredulous. And enraged. 
	The leader was still talking as the other thugs closed in. “Now look, baby. We can do this easy, or certain somebody is gonna get hurt.” 
	“HE IS! He IS saying what I…that’s…that’s completely BARBARIC!!!”  Clefto had never sounded so furious. 
Chelsea’s stomach was now generating even more heat, causing her to be a bit nauseous. “Please,” she said her voice catching. “Don’t…”
“Hey Jake, dude, maybe we shouldn’t.” One of the thugs spoke up hesitantly. “I mean, she’s pregnant dude.”
	The leader, Jake, looked at Chelsea full on, his mouth spread into a wide, humorless grin. “Yeah, I can check it off my bucket list!” The other two goons howled with laughter and quickly closed the distance between them and Chelsea, grabbing her arms. She struggled and kicked at them, yelling for them to let go, but the dodged her and tightened their grip. Jake produced a pocket knife and popped the blade open with a metallic click. Chelsea turned her head to the noise, her throat tightening into silence. “You better keep screaming, babe.” Jake slowly started toward her, blade flashing in garage’s dim light. “I love it when they fuckin’ scream!”
	But Chelsea couldn’t scream even if she wanted to. Not out of fear, but because something was blocking her airway and pushing itself up her throat. She began gagging, trying to breathe and clear the blockage. The sympathetic thug began backing up. “Hey Jake, I think she’s gonna hurl, dude!” 
Jake stopped, looking at his victim incredulously. “What…what’s up with her neck?” The bulge of Chelsea’s stomach was now moving up her body, causing her neck to bulge tremendously. The bulge moved to the back of her throat, rumblings emanating from her body. Suddenly, Chelsea’s mouth was forcibly wrenched open and the mass quickly vacated itself. A dark figure flew through the air and landed several feet away. Slowly, the figure stood to full height as the thugs turned to look at it.
The sound that followed was perhaps the most frightening thing Chelsea had ever heard; an animalistic, primal scream of outrage, like a mix between a human cry and the roar of blood-thirsty predator. The black figure leapt into the dim light, moving faster than humanly possible, and collided with the two thugs holding Chelsea. One thug fell back and away from her, landing on his back. The other flew behind her, the figure still on top. There was a wet crunch as they landed and the figure rolled off. The thug didn’t move.
The figure came into the light. It was Clefto, but something was different. His arm spines had grown to three feet long and his horns had doubled in length. Spines lined his tail, the white tuft of hair hardened into a point. His eyes seemed to glow with an eerie yellow light.
And his skin was now completely black. 
Chelsea stared in wonder; Clefto’s countenance had completely changed along with his skin, from calm and reserved to cold and menacing. He leered at the thugs with a look of intense hatred Chelsea had thought physically impossible. It was twice as terrifying as anything the thugs had done.
The thugs themselves were scared stiff, any menace or swagger in their posture was now gone. Jake in particular was shaking like a jack hammer, but he somehow found his voice. “H-h-hey man, y-you better s-s-step off before we…”
He was cut off by another blood-curdling roar as Clefto lunged again. Like black lightning he swooped onto the fallen thug who was trying to stand. Clefto’s arms flashed through the darkness, arm spines raking across the thug’s neck and painting crimson scars on his throat. The thug gasped and choked weakly clawing at his throat. The third thug, acting on instinct, yelled a strangled battle cry and lunged with his own knife. Clefto vaulted high over his head, turning a triple somersault in the air before coming down. His arm spines made eerie noises as he spun, like reeds in the wind, and brought them down on the blade. The two-inch steel blade was cleaved off at the hilt, as easily as if it made of Play-Doh. The thug stared, dumbfounded, at his now bladeless knife as Clefto landed and spun on his heels. With a crack, his tail whipped through the darkness. The hardened point pierced the thug’s chest with a dull cracking sound. Spinning again, Clefto whipped his tail again, lifting him off his feet and flinging him through the air. The thug flew into the darkness and collided with a concrete support column, the small of his back connecting with a crack before he flopped motionless to the ground. 
Three dead in under fifteen seconds.
The last thug, Jake, had already started running for the exit, screaming as loudly as his lungs would allow. Clefto’s head whipped toward the noise and, snarling vehemently, vaulted toward him, jumping the entire thirty yard distance in one jump. Shrouded in shadow, Chelsea couldn’t quite see them but heard a squishing sound and Jake’s voice in a frantic cry of agony. The cry rose in volume and pitch and volume until abruptly silenced by a wet tearing sound. Moments later, an object flew out of the darkness rolling to a stop twenty feet from where Chelsea lay.
It was Jake’s head, with fractured bits of spine exposed under the stump of the neck.
Both of the eyes were gouged out.
Chelsea stared, her face ashen, at the head as the bloody sockets seem to stare into the dark, face still frozen in a fearful shriek. Seconds later, Clefto walked back into the light. His horns were shrinking to normal size, along with his arm spines, with a low crackling noise. His skin was changing back too, as if the black was being washed away by blood-red water. His eyes no longer glowed and looked down at her with concern. “Chelsea, are you alright?”
But Chelsea didn’t answer. She had fainted.
And then there was silence.
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