IT’S CREEPY



“It’s creepy,” she said.  “I don’t like it.”
I didn’t like it either.
Just a simple piece of driftwood with a crab claw, a feather, and a coin placed in the warps and holes.  There was nothing elaborate about it and there was the sensation that a child had made it.  A child with dark designs and simple hatreds born from too much intelligence and possibly very little supervision.  Or maybe access to all the wrong educational materials because their parents didn’t believe in any kind of censorship, and the kid read pagan books about summoning demons and ruining the world.
Nothing was written or marked that would be the case, but the feeling persisted.  
“I don’t like it.” She said again.  I looked over at my fiancé, at her full lips puckered in a silent whistle, her brow furrowed.  Normally this would have made her adorable, as this was the face she made whenever there was a particularly difficult crossword puzzle.  There were creases of fear around the eyes, however.  In her large brown eyes I could see my own reflection, and knew my face enough to understand that I was making my own puzzled look of fear; slight grimace and eyebrows raised.
The Westsong Walkway was a popular pedestrian route for tourists and residents.  Today it had been almost empty, the grey clouds and cool wind pushing the less mildly adventurous away, or at least that’s how it had felt in the beginning.   Now I was feeling as though my original feeling of also hiding indoors was right, and my need to get out and be active had thrown a curve to some deeper fight or flight instinct.
I didn’t like it.  I don’t like it.
“It’s just some kid messing around.  It doesn’t mean anything.”  I stood up, understanding now that we had both knelt down to look at the strange driftwood.  I went to kick the effigy out into the ocean but I hesitated.  It felt extremely dangerous to mess around with this thing.
It was creepy.  I didn’t like it.
“We need to get out of here.  It’s creepy.”  She looked up at me and for a moment I had no idea who she was.  Everything that I had known about her seemed to be slipping away.  Was she a girlfriend?  “We should really get out of here.”  She hesitated, and I knew she was having a hard time remembering me as well.
The ground shook.  Salt spray from the waters along the walkway shook us from our confusion and we both looked out into the ocean.  The sky was getting darker, the seas more foamy and it was creepy.  I didn’t like it.
I looked down at the effigy or whatever it was.  That same feeling hit me again, the feeling of some angry child that knew too much.  This angry child had been angry at everything and everyone and placed it into some kind of spiritual temper tantrum.
“What do you think is out in those waters, do you think?” I asked suddenly.  “Do you ever feel like none of this should be here?”  I looked at her again, and I was angry, so overwhelmingly angry at her.
“You should go stay with family.  Get out of here.  I’m leaving.”  She began to walk away, pulling her long green jacket around her like some kind of talisman, guarding against the natural and supernatural that seemed to swirl around.
“I think we should break up.”  Her voice, a whisper carried on the wind.
“That’s what you already said.”  I picked up the driftwood and more of the feelings came back.  The powerlessness, the futility and anger of not getting what I wanted.
The ocean began to bubble and fume, great sparrows of water taking flight and landing in gelatinous globs on the land around us.  From the deep, I could feel a great leviathan waking up.  The sheer mass of whatever was waking up could be felt, the way some slovenly obese man could be subconsciously felt as he moved down the sidewalk.  You didn’t need to look at him, you could just feel that he was there and you moved out of the way.
And this force was magnified a thousand fold and rising.
In my blind fury I hadn’t learned a very important aspect of myself, and in my loss of memory a small tidbit of self-realisation was happening.  I was spoiled, had always been spoiled.  All my charm was empty and nothing I had ever done had mattered.  In refusing to deprive myself of anything I had charged madly into forcing what I wanted.  And if I couldn’t have it, then no one could.
She rejected me.
“I don’t like it” I said, as the demonic entity rose from the surface and began the ending of all life.





Severe Estrangement Syndrome





The Mental Health Youth Retreat, or MHYR, was made to emulate the most cliche of Americana.  It faintly screamed Fourth of July and Apple Pie as dogs played on thick loamy grass and tire swings hung from cherry trees.
There were only six guests currently ranging in ages from eighteen to twenty-seven, and they all suffered from the same issue.  It had a fancy name but it all boiled down to a form of home sickness so extreme that it caused suicides in some and complete neurological breakdown in others.
“I don’t get why we have to be here, isolated, when our whole issue is homesickness.  Makes no sense.” Laura said as she kicked the front porch swing into another violent back and forth.  She was the tea kettle just before really starts boiling.  And like a good kettle, she would one day brew good things.  Until that day happened she was just another problem needing direction and focus.
Nick answered even though he knew his answer was unwarranted.  It was involuntary, the need to answer questions even if he knew it was rhetorical or speculative.  Someone asked a question and from deep in his belly a salamander would force it’s way up, pressing against the back of his teeth and he would be helpless, and slightly disgusted with himself, as the salamander pushed its way out saying “I think the idea is that if we can be comfortable away from our homes that maybe it’ll pass.”  Laura met this verbal salamander with rolling eyes that travelled down to her legs, kicking the swing once more.
“You know, you keep kicking like that and the doc is going to think you have some kind of violence issue.”  Sarah waltzed onto the porch, grabbing the door frame to force a stronger twirl that flared her yellow sundress.  For a brief moment her underwear showed beneath the hem and Nick closed his eyes and deeply swallowed a different amphibian, this one comprised of the dry lust inherent in most teenage boys.  If Sarah knew this was his reaction she either was oblivious or didn’t care.  She was one of those women who had never realized that she was sexy, and even if she had it would never have occured to her to use it in any way to manipulate others.  She wasn’t innocent, no, but she wasn’t conniving either.
Several dogs of various breeds who had been lazing in the sun suddenly came to life and padded up to Sarah expectantly.  She smiled and grabbed the nearest frisbee, tossing it out to them.  As the disc left her fingers so did the smile leave her face and a deep creased sorrow took its place.  From her perspective the single act of animal camraderie had gone from light ease to a hollow burden that was palpable, and even Nick and Laura felt despondency set in.
“It’s like all the connections in life get severed.” Sarah whispered.  Nick and Laura nodded in rare agreement, the deep understanding of how unconnected they were from everything here.  Even the shared feeling of isolation and loneliness didn’t create threads between them, did not create a bond of shared experience.  Instead it seemed to widen the gulf between all of them.  The knowledge that each of them was drowning did not ease the pain of suffocation.

“Behavioral sink, or some kind of variation?”  Dr. Alex Gunner stood at his office window and watched his three patients as his hands were kept firmly clasped behind his back.  Subconciously he did this whenever he had the urge to go out and interfere.  Keeping his hands behind his back as a way to not touch the interesting bobbles that teased him as a child as his mother toured him through her object d’art of glass sculptures had grown with him metaphorically, ensuring that he did not accidently break the fragile hearts of his patients.  “End recording”, he said as he stepped away from the window.  He stepped to his computer and typed in a few links to the subject of behavioral sink.  Too many rats in a cage and they lose the verve for life, he thought.  Could that be so obvious the problem?  They feel so trapped and confined that their minds literally and physically deteriorate….
Alex pressed the intercom button on his desk and announced dinner would be ready and watched as three of his patients started suddenly, surprised by the sudden god voice that called them back to the necessities of life; food.

At the dinner table seven spots were placed but only six were seated.  Laura, Nick, and Sarah glanced to the empty space and then to the other two people and Dr. Gunner.
“It appears we have a spare seat today because Jacob has gone on a form of camping trip.  He and I felt that perhaps if he spent a night or two under the stars he might see lonliness as more of an option.”  Dr. Gunner began serving green bean casserole onto the plates and motioned for the others to serve each other.
“No offence, but I’m not that hungry.”  The twins, Bee and Cici, said in unison.  They glared at each other for a moment, each one hating when they did anything in unison.  They dressed as opposites, they made their voices different octaves, if one liked Pride and Predjudice the other liked monster trucks.  Bee with the denim jacket poked at her casserole and a subtle battle between her and Cici engaged where one would eat dinner and the other would go hungry.
“I’ll have some mashed potatoes.  I’m not hungry for green beans.”  Cici smiled, the battle now won by sideways victory.  She tossed her black hair over her bare shoulder.
“Tonight I thought we would each make a drawing of a maze, and give it to someone to solve.  Tomorrow I was thinking we could take the 4x4’s out for a trail run, get to see more of the area.  Sound good for everyone?” Alex asked.  He was met with shrugs but no outright objections, and so they all finished dinner without much conversation.

After dinner Alex had left them to their tasking.  When the mazes were drawn (“why are we doing this?” Laura asked.  “Well, when normal people create a maze for the first time they all design a similar maze.  Some psychologisits think that its part of our race memory, like from when we all lived in caves.”  Nick hadn’t even bothered to try to stop talking, and just let the amphibian flap his gums all it wanted), and they had swapped their sheets they had found that all the mazes were similar.
“I’m severely creeped out”.  Cici pushed her sheet away from herself while Bee chirped in “I think it is kind of interesting.”  Even though they were not looking at each other you could tell that there was a staring contest happening subconciously.
“It’s just another thing that shows me how disconnected we are,” Sarah sighed, stretching her arms into the air and arching her back, an act that Nick did not want to look away from but did only to catch Laura glaring at him with an arched eyebrow that yelled get some sense of restraint.
“How do you figure?” Bee asked.
“Well, it’s like this place.  It’s supposed to remind us how we’re all in this and how we all have this shared history but I don’t feel it.  And because I don’t feel it I just can’t or won’t reach or...whatever.  I feel more scared than anything.  Like what happens to me if I don’t end up connecting.  Am I going to kill myself like all the others?” Sarah fell back into an overstuffed chair as Nick chomped down his answer of no.  
Bee, her voice hushed, leaned into the group, “I’m more wondering what really happened to Jordan.  He was looking kind of off lately but  what if he really just killed himself and the doctor just doesn’t want to tell us.”  She was stating the obvious.  As soon as Dr. Gunner had told them the camping comment every false alarm bell had gone off inside their brains.  Their conversation was cut short however as Alex walked into the room and asked to collect their mazes.  He bid them goodnight and reminded them that lights out was at ten.  They each wandered off and did menial tasks until lights out.

Nick was the first to wake up.  It was still dark out but there was still a glow in the night sky that allowed him to see the basics of his room.  He got up and looked out the window, out into the yard with the tree and it’s archaic swing.  The dogs had gone into their respective dog houses, frisbees forgotten at least for now.  He thought he saw movement at the edge of the window, and leaned forward, his breath causing a light fog as he tried to see further along the house.
Sarah.  Standing alone, her yellow sun dress hanging listless, her face to the sky.  From here he saw a light glistening on her cheeks, a small sparkle as random particles of light glanced off the saline emotion.  He started to back away, the urge to comfort her rising and then falling against the desire that she have her private tears.
He was startled when she started running.  Her bare feet suddenly pistoning down the road, each foot fall machining out a patina of fear and urgency.  
Nick shuffled back to bed.  He knew he should be worried.  That was the normal thing to feel, he was sure of it.  He went to sleep anyway.  If anyone asked, he’d talk about it.

“Where’s Sarah?”  Laura asked at breakfast, and before Nick could answer Alex cut in, “She had a late night realisation.  And just like Jordan we felt it was best if maybe she spent some time out in nature, to try to connect at a deeper level.”  His level stare invited no further questions.  He pushed back his glasses and changed the subject. “Today let’s go hit the trails.  Everyone ready in hald an hour good?”
Outside Cici pulled Nick aside.  “Spill it.  I know you want to talk.”  She tugged on his shirt and poked him in the belly.|
“No.”  Sullen, defeated and caught but refusing to divulge.
“Yes.  Look.  Jordan went missing, and now Sarah.  That’s two in two days and you can’t tell me that Gunner just decided to send them out into the wilderness with no signs of food taken from the pantry, or any of their clothes missing from their drawers.”  Nick looked past her, trying to see her genetic shadow.  Bee was down at the barn where the 4x4’s were all waiting.  Laura was pulling the power cables out of them and checking their charge.  Nick was about to talk when he heard Alex calling from somewhere around the house.  Cici gave Nick a hard glare and then dragged him toward the barn.

The 4x4’s gave out a thin whine as they powered over the loose trail.  The brush was mosty new, green with the vervent attitude of life.  Life was raging all around the, growing and clinging to existence while the sentient beings riding marvels of technology were slipping further and further from their desire to live.  They craved a connection, missed home, whatever that was to each of them, and this caused them to push further away in a vicious cycle.  Every bird that chirped was a reminder of how even the lowliest of creatures had found a nich, a connection that allowed them to continue on.  A thin strip of yellow on a branch that held a chirping bird caught Bee’s attention as she revved by.  She slowed, signalling to the others that she was stopping.
Alex had declined to go with them, offering that he didn’t feel the deep homesickeness the way they did, and that he had some files to work on.
For some reason no one wanted to talk.  They all looked around in different directions, each feeling that they were being watched but no one expressing how.  Some remnant primal feeling scratched at the back of their necks and they all shared a glance.
Dismounting, the walked into the brush in single file trying to see if there was some kind of trail or sign that Sarah had come this way.
Wide, red from minerals in the soil, and deep like a throat, was a cave.  The gaping maw seemed to swallow all of their attentions.  Bee and Cici unconciously held hands and Nick moved closer to Laura.  It beckoned them, demanding their attention and refusing to offer any information of what was inside it.  Perhas this is what drew them in further, the curiosity that still shambled through their minds even as disconnected as they were.

Most people, normal people, when they are lost tend to follow the same patterns.  It’s not known if this is the remants of the common maze that runs its own labrynthian path in the creases of our cerebellum.  It was unknown if this carried into people who lived on islands, or had crossed the land bridge that led from ancient Russia to North America, but that fact gave Alex a form of hope.  If the Native Americans were able to adapt to an area for generations in different clans across a great landscape, but also carried with them the race memory of the primordial maze, then there might be hope.  Maybe there would be an application of that now.
Getting that information would take time, and even asking the question might lead down dangerous areas.  Alex submitted his enquiries to his research assistance and shut down his terminal.  It would take at least 72 hours before the researchers would even be able to process the data, let alone find him a direct answer.  
He moved to his other workstation and turned on the closed circuit cameras.  He was pleased to see that his subjects had found the mouth of the cave.  He opened his safe and removed several hypodermic needles that were filled with a combonation of lithium, morphine, and sodium pentothal.
“A feast for the beast.”  Pocketing the syringes he left his office.

“D’you think she’s in there?” Laura asked, trying to sound fearless but wavering toward the end.
“Oh, absolutely.  There isn’t anywhere else she could be.”  Nick answered.
In unison, both resigned and irritable the twins spoke in a duo of fear, “We’d bet anything that Jordan is in there.”  Cici looked up in irritation while Bee stared at some indefinite point on the ground.  They continued this pantomime even when a shallow cry released itself from the cave.
“Plato.”  The name burped out of Laura and hung in the air.  It shocked everyone away form their own private reverie and terrror yet it still didn’t explain itself, so she continued on.  “He was this old philosophy guy.  He said that humanity lived chained in a cave and saw shadows and thought it was all real.  But one person escaped and saw the world as it was, and tried to come back and tell everyone about it.  They all thought he was crazy because they couldn’t experience it.”
“So what’s the point?”  Bee asked.
“Well, I don’t know.  But I always wondered what was making the shadows.”  Unsaid this left the impression of dark creatures skittering around.  Creatures who had chained those people and lit fires had a reason to do so, and none of them wanted to find out what that was.  Another cry emanated from the cave and was answered by a deep grunting noise.
“Someone is in there and it’s probably Sarah.”  Cici started moving towards the cave, followed by Bee.
“And we should help them” she said, going to the 4x4’s and getting a couple of flashlights from the emergency packs.  
Fear is often a great motivator when applied in liberal doses during catastrophe or when a life is in danger.  Nick, Laura, Cici and Bee were anestethized to fear, as their estrangement from their environment led them from the safety of self preservation.  What remained was a social imperative that Mother Culture had whispered to them, admonishing them to do their part in the welfare of the group.  It wasn’t altrusim of a true morality so much as it was a lethargy born of nihilism with a whip.  If they had stopped to ask why they would have possibly stopped caring, returned to the house and possibly mentioned it to Dr.Gunner, if he had asked.

Like a throat frozen in peristalsis and dry from fever, the cave swallowed them into the begining of digestion.  No creatures lingered on the red clay walls or skittered underfoot, as though all life had been already consumed of every crumb.  Only the sounds of the groups footsteps offered any proof that air even existed in this gullet, since a vacuum would be silent.  
Their flashlights remained ahead and steady, where a fearful person would sway back and forth, checking the walls for any hidden crevices.  Until they heard another growl, deep and on the edge of a bellow.  The small shrivelling centers of their brains were suddenly activated in all but Laura, and this was shown by the sudden flickering of the flashlights as they began searching their surroundings while hers remained steady.
Ahead of them the cave began to turn and split off and they all came to a stop.
“Okay.  This, this I don’t like.  Alex has us working on mazes, people go missing, and now we’re in a cave that’s looking very much like it’s going to be a maze.  And what I want to is do any of us actually know if Alex is a doctor?”  Cici stood upright and realized they had all started to crouch while they had walked, expect for Laura.  They eyed each other, Laura forcing herself no to look away and Cici demanding the attention.  “Do any of you remember even how we got here?  Not in this cave, but at the house?  Have any of you seen anything that comes from our own homes outside of here?”
Nick looked like he was swallowing as hard as he could and finally he started babble, “We’ve all seen the doctors degrees on the wall so he has to be a doctor and he always makes us fill out forms and do odd tests so…” he was interupted by a loud roar.
Behind them, sillouetted by the scant light from the entrance of the cave, stood a lump of shaggy horror with large horns.  It snorted and began to shamble towards them.
The vestigial and atrophied reptile parts of their brains gave necrotic kicks and spurred the into motion.  Screaming, they ran into the tunnels, flashlights bouncing in their hands giving life to shadows.  Nick took the lead and the others instinctively followed until they all ran into each other in a dead end.  The bellowing echoed from some chamber and they all bolted the way they had come, choosing the next tunnel and the next in rapid fear.
The sound of cloven hoof scraping against packed dirt seemed to well up around them and another bellow sounded, crushing out adrenaline in waves that exploded into their legs, causing the group to ricochet off the walls and almost fall over each other.
Their flashlights began to appear less intense and the walls of the tunnel began to get brighter and wider until they found themselves skidding to a halt in the center of the maze.
Dr. Alex Gunner was waiting for them.
Behind him were five human sized boxes with port windows in them, but only four were lit.
Again the bellowing surrounded them, causing the group to hunch down in fear, wild eyed and full of terror.  “What the hell is going on!” Screamed the twins.  
Marching full steam, flashedlight raised in anger born from terror, Laura advanced on Alex..  He smiled benignly at her as he pulled a small black box from his pocket and spoke into it.
“Cut the theatrics, Jordan.  They’re here.”  Laura came up short, flashlight still raised.  She jumped as a hand reached out from behind her and took the flashlight gently from her hands.  Nick wasn’t looking at her, but at Alex.
“What’s going on, doc?  Why the mazes?  Why the minotaur?  What are you going to do with us?”
“I’m  going to release you, of course.  But only after we find some things out.  Do any of you even know where you are?”  
“We’re at MHYR, because we’re homesick and suicidal, which makes no sense.  You’re probably just a psychopath torturing us.”  Cici let go of her sister and pointed her finger in a gotcha!
“You’re on Mars.”  Dr. Alex Gunners radio chirpped, and the missing Jordan said “I’m out of the suit and heading your way, doc.”
Gunner continued, “Most of you came here on transport shuttles in suspended animation and you were fine for a few years.  But then you started to become forgetful and disconnected.  Many of you would sleepwalk, searching for something and when woken would become hysterical because you felt so lost.  Feelings of being displaced and anxiety started to consume most of you.  Many years ago, back on earth, there was an institute named NIHM.  It mostly studied rats, and they found that when too many rats filled the giant environments they started having behavioral sink.  The problem wasn’t that there were actually too many of them.  The problem was they never got peace or privacy.  They started killing each other, eating each other, refusing to mate and even when the remaining rats were saved the mental damage was so great that their brains had started to become smooth.”
“What do rats have to do with us?”  Laura grabbed the flashlight from Nick.
“I’m getting there.  See, when Mars was first terraformed it was in small, confined areas and behavioral sink was dealt with by using VR and quiet spaces.  What was’t factored in was the human minds primordial attachment to earth.  Think about it?  A million years from climbing in a tree and we all still have some primitive maze in our minds.  The movement of the earth is etched in our subconcious, its moon a part of our monthly lives, the seasons, even our own sleeping patterns are so ingrained into us and fed by a steady stream of subconcious data that when that data is removed...we feel lost.  Disconnected.  Homeless.”  His voice had filled with a sadness.  He raised his arms and motioned to their surroundings.
Nick spoke up first, “So scaring us was supposed to do what exactly?”
“Wake you up.  By activating the reptilian portions of your brains and forcing you to run a maze that existed in your subconcious, a maze that led to safety, I hoped to form a bond…” Cici laughed, interupting him.
“So all of this was supposed to make us connect with the planet?  Why don’t we remember these suspended animation things bringing us here?  This is a damned joke.”  She plunked down onto the red soil and laughed.
“You don’t remember because the wrinkles in your brains had begun to smoothen.  This is a last ditch effort to save your minds, and prevent others from sharing your fate.  None of the medicines we tried worked.  This is the second last step in trying to save you.”  He pulled out several syringes and motioned to the one dark suspended animation pod.  “Sarah was here before the rest of you arrived.  She went through this maze with several others.  The treatment didn’t take with her, and so our next hope is that when extended members of her family start to arrive, maybe being around people who share her genes and d.n.a. will trigger some kind of familial connection.  Jordan collected her last night after she tried to kill herself and left breadcrumbs leading to this maze for you all to find.  So now you have the choice.  Stay at the house and try to connect with the next group, and see if the treatment worked for you as it did for others, and if it didn’t, go into stasis until your families get here.”
“Or?”  Bee asked.
“Or go into the stasis pods now to make sure you don’t die.” Said Jordan, coming up from the tunnel, a costume minotaur head tucked under his arm.  He brushed his curly red hair out of his face and said somberly,  “The final choice we can’t make for you.  And that choice is if you still want to kill yourself.”
“So,”  Asked Alex pulling out a syringe, “Do you want to die?”  




Post Partum


Arthur McMillan stood on a chair in his basement.  He stepped off and the rope around his neck whipped tight, held for a moment, and then snapped.
He had failed at killing himself.  Just add it to the list of failures, he thought to himself as stars and swirls danced in his vision and made the dangling remainder of rope seem meaningful.
It was late, and he felt the need to quit dawdling and make his way to bed.  If he couldn’t succeed tonight, there was always tomorrow.
He climbed into bed and snuggled gently against his wife, Sheryl.  She moved into him, becoming the smaller spoon and his heart panged deeply.  Maybe, before he tried again, he would shoot her in he sleep, so she wouldn’t be alone when he killed himself.  He was just drifting off to sleep when the baby monitor let out a squelching cry.
“It’s your turn to feed baby.” Sheryl mumbled.  Arthur pretended he was asleep, even adding a little snore to sweeten the deception.  Another cry issued from the monitor, and an elbow issued into Arthurs ribs.  Not hard, but enough to let him know she wasn’t buying any of his shit.  “You leave him too long and he’s going to wind hisself up.  You know it.”
Arthur sighed deeply, slumped out of the bed and headed downstairs.  His first stop was to the fridge, where he went to pour a glass of milk.
The jug was empty.
Another deep sigh started from him but was cut off by the sound of another cry, this time longer and echoed by the monitor.  He put the empty glass down and went to the back door, turning on the porch light as he stepped into a pair of boots.  The cool, slick feeling of damp leather and cloth met his naked feet and he grimaced slightly.  Should’ve put on some socks before I came down.  He walked awkwardly out towards the pens where the goats were.
Arthur and Sheryl had a small farm, simple in its design and need.  Some called it a hobby farm, but Arthur had always felt it was his off-the-grid farm.  It was a farm that would provide for them if the world around them fell apart. 
And OH!  How the world had fallen apart.
He found one of the females, the one that had given birth recently, and grabbed a bucket to squeeze out some milk.  Even outside the barn he could hear the baby crying, and the thought of this nanny goat being a mother almost made him crack it over the head.  That could wait, he needed the milk first.  Tomorrow was another day.  Just one day after another and maybe he could get through all this.  
He rushed to get as much milk out of the nanny as possible, and then grabbed a thin line of rope, wrapping it around the nanny goats neck and leading her to the barn.
The crying got louder and Arthur could feel Sheryl getting angrier at him from the house.
He pulled the barn door open, and then hitched the nanny to a post.  He didn’t want it running off while he opened the trap doors, that just would make things all the worse.
The crying slowed down as he finally got the doors open.  He looked down into the pitch black hole and could see almost nothing of what was down there.  That was good.  If he saw it anymore he was afraid he wouldn’t kill himself, and instead go wandering into the woods as a babbling idiot.  And poor Sheryl, being bedridden for so long after giving birth, well….he couldn’t leave her to that fate.
Arthur grabbed the nanny and took the rope off.  He carried the female goat to the edge of the hole and looked down again.
Two glowing orbs looked back at him, and they were much closer than they had ever been before.
“Well now.  Look at daddy’s little fallen angel.  Here you go.”  Arthur tossed the goat into the pit and the crying stopped.  He tried not to throw up as the goat died suddenly and silently in a loud crack! and geyser of blood.
Arthur closed the trap doors and swept a bit of hay over them.
Tomorrow he would go into town and buy a shotgun.  Now he would get some sleep.






BUSY NIGHT

	Red and blue light flickered across the brownstone building on Catherine Street, sending purple bruises in the reflections of windows.  Inside, Officer Pharuk and Officer Scott loitered in the main entranceway where a palliative care nurse lay with her throat slashed, the blood spreading around her body like wings.
Under normal circumstances, dispatch would have sent forensics and detectives immediately to the grisly scene, but a rash of bomb threats had scattered police throughout the city.  Scott and Pharuk stared at each other briefly, shock and horror as well as a sense of impotence at the cooling body near their feet.
Carefully moving beyond the body, trying not to contaminate any evidence, they moved into the home where they heard a gentle sobbing.
	“Ma’am?  My name is Officer Pharuk.  I’m with the Victoria Police.  Can you tell us where you are?”  She placed one hand on her holster, the other she motioned to Scott to move into what looked like the kitchen.  Scott nodded and drew her own gun, moving silently down the hall.
“I’m here.”  An old lady rolled into view.  Her wheelchair looked like it was an older, heavier model from the early nineties, and she pulled it along with her legs instead of using her hands.  “Oh, I didn’t think you’d come in time.  I don’t know if I’m alone.”
	“Ma’am I want you to stay right here while Officer Scott and I go through the house and make sure everything is safe.  Okay?”  The elderly lady nodded her head and wiped a snivelling nose across her brown cardigan sweater.  Her head bobbled slightly, giving Pharuk the impression of a turkey and she would have laughed if the smell of copper blood and the adrenaline in her veins had been absent.  She scouted the room, looking into what looked like and turned out to be a cleaning closet.  She left the living room with its pink motif and plastic covered furniture and came across Scott in the hall.  Scott shook her head, no, no one here.  Pharuk motioned that she would stay at the bottom of the stairs while Scott would go up first.  This way Pharuk could offer cover, but be nearby if anyone tried to leave.
	
	Scott explored the top floor.  Two bedrooms, two bathrooms, another open living space with windows looking out in almost every direction.  She could see Spinakkers bar from the front window and the adjacent apartment buildings.  Hopefully this would mean there would be witnesses.  Finished with her search she went back downstairs.

	Scoot stood near the entrance to try to block the view of death from the elderly woman as Pharuk sat on a particularly squeaky plastic covered pink couch.  She balanced a notebook on her knee and held it with her writing hand, her free hand placed gently on the womans leg.
	“Ma’am, what was your name again?”
	“It’s Agnes.  Agnes Devalk.  My maiden name is Schultz, though.  My husband, Mark, passed away in his sleep a few years ago.  Oh, this is all so horrible.  He died in this house, too.  Stopped breathing in his sleep, poor dear.”
	“Okay, Mrs. Devalk.  Who is the woman in the entrance?  Is this your nurse you told nine-one-one about?”  Pharuk took notes efficiently, and jotted everything Agnes told her in point form.
	“Well, when Mark passed away his insurance was quiet substantial, but at the time I had to choose between getting one of those electric chairs that take a person upstairs or spread the sum to cover partial care from a nurse, which was also covered mostly by the insurance.  Mark set that up.  In case anything happened to me he wanted to make sure I was taken care of.  But he wasn’t thinking about an old lady unable to go up and down stairs, see.  So I hired Jenn Lingettes.  She was single and had no family, so I let her move into one of the upstairs rooms.  It reduced the cost of hiring her, you see.  Also, she was strong enough to be able to carry me up and down the stairs.”  Scott’s radio chirped and buzzed as she spoke back to the department giving a rough report.  She stepped into the hall to give more details and to provide some quiet for Pharuk.
	“What were you doing downstairs?”  Pharuk asked.  She tuned out slightly, taking in the details of the ambling woman while also paying attention to her surroundings.  Agnes detailed her routine, adding little stories about her home and how she missed her husband and how horrible this had all been.  Her daily routine was to be carried down for breakfast, watch some television, then have either a bath or a nap in the afternoon.  Outings were rare but sometimes Jenn took her on the WestSong in the evenings.  Then she would read for a while until she got sleepy, and then Jenn would carry her upstairs.  Tonight, however, she had fallen asleep in her chair for several hours before she had awoken to a dark home and a dead nurse.
	“My neck hurt so much from being slumped over.  And when I found Jenn I called the police as fast as I could.  Oh, she has no family and neither do I.  What’s going to happen to us?”  There was an odd keening sound to Agnes’ voice that lead into gentle sobs.  Pharuk placed a consoling hand on her shoulder but was interrupted by Scott.  She got up and followed Scott towards the kitchen.
	“Dispatch is trying to get some more officers here, but they’ve all been delayed by these crank calls.  Looks like we’re going to be here for a while, but they’ve called in a social worker from up Island who might be able to take Mrs. Devalk in for the night if she can’t find a hotel or something.”  Pharuk’s shoulders fell in minor defeat.  It was going to be a really long night.  Her dismay was cut short by the ringing of a telephone, the sharp sound of real bells being rung.  Old lady apparently never got a cell phone, Pharuk thought.  Scott nodded to her and ran upstairs to where the ringing was coming from.
Pharuk paused.
The ringing phone was upstairs.
She stepped back into the livingroom but Agnes was gone, her wheelchair empty.
A ribbon of fire laced across Officer Pharuk’s throat.  Behind her Agnes said “Stupid bitch!  You slept with my husband and came back to steal from me!  He’s dead and so are you.”






Stitches

“How many fingers am I holding up?”

     Julia couldn’t quiet see who asked her the question.  She had woken up in a fog of pain so intense that at first her eyes wouldn’t focus.  Eventually, in the dim light she could make out a face.  It was a Cheshire cat of woman grinning ear to ear.  She held up four perfectly manicured fingers and asked again, “How many fingers am I holding up?”
Julia’s head drooped and she tried to look at her own hand.  It wouldn’t move and when she pulled hard the pain intensified.  She looked at the bloody stump where her hand should be.  She looked up and saw the woman was holding her severed hand with the thumb bent back.  She began to scream.  The woman giggled.

“You’re no fun.” Cheshire Woman said as she pushed a rag over Julia’s mouth.

     “Okay everyone, let’s make a monster.  We each take our part and add it to the pile.  Let’s see what we can make.  I’ll throw in a hand.”  The soft voice sounded like a teacher from some black and white movie, and Julia was sure that she was still sleeping in some punctured state.  Until the feeling of a wet splatter and her own severed hand hit her face.  She struggled against her bonds, pulling any way she could and stopped when she saw there were two other people in restraints.
They were all strapped to metal tables, the one to her left had no eyes and the one to her right was missing his entire face.  Adrenaline soaked her in a pungent mess and she fought harder against the bonds, her stumped arm almost slipping though the cuff restraint before a strong and feminine hand pushed it back into place and tightened it.
     Lights were slowly turned up into a staggering brilliance, and Julia recognized from her own experience as a surgeon that she was in an operation theater.  An old one, by the looks of it.  Behind the glaring lights Julia could see the brown and stained alabaster ceiling and the top row of ancient wooden seats that were empty.
     
     The Cheshire Woman was the closest to Julia.  Her face was round and white like the moon, just as cratered.  It was framed with long greasy black hair from under which two jaundiced eyes peered.  Two other faces leaned over Julia, each as grotesque as Cheshire and both female.  
     “I sew on an ear.  Then you add a leg.  You lend a hand.” The Thin Sister said.  Julia was already making names for each of them, categorizing them so when she escaped, and she would, she could make sure in identifying them.  Thin sister was as pale as the others, with a pinched face and eyes that were different colors, one purple the other green.
     “We each add our piece.”  Bertha belched.  Her face was doughy and mottled, and she kept reaching into a bag of marshmallows, popping them singularly into her gaping, rotted mouth.
     “Open the wound so that we can sew on the pieces.” Thin Sister told Cheshire.  Julia heard it first, the popping of stitches being ripped instead of cut, and then the pain came.  Fire laced up her arm and she blacked out from the pain.
     Julia didn’t know how long she had been unconscious for, but it couldn’t have been for more than an hour, she was sure.  Her eye’s rolled in her head and she struggled, screaming for help.  The two other people strapped to the tables screamed as well, but no one except the Weird Sisters seemed to be able to hear them, and they seemed to be gone.
     Every part of her body felt like it was burning and she could feel lacerations and cuts throbbing from her legs to her scalp.  When she moved her hand, or where her hand had been, there was a dull clanking sound.  She pulled harder and harder, looking around for the Sisters as best as she could.  Her eyes stopped when she saw the upside-down shadow of a tall, long legged abomination standing in the top row of the operating theater.  His face was handsome, and that was the most disconcerting part of him, for it instantly showed a clear cut on either side of the face that was stretched onto an oddly shaped head.  It was like a monster wearing the face of a model, trying to pass as human.  She screamed and struggled again, fighting the urge to vomit, fighting the restraints, fighting and fighting until the monster left, and then she fought and screamed some more.
 
     Julia awoke some time later, and again she couldn’t tell how long she had been unconscious.  Momentarily forgetting that she had been restrained, she lifted her right hand to her face and stabbed herself in the cheek with a knife.  The shock snapped her back into reality.  She was free from the restraints.  She rolled off the operating table and fell to the floor, throwing her arms out to brace herself but she had no hands.  Or, she did not have the hands she was born with.  The stainless steel surgical blade that had been grafted onto her right arm in a permanent prosthetic glanced across the concrete floor, and where her left hand had been was a strange machine with a small flywheel and a series of thin metal cables running up her arm that attached to a series of leather straps that crisscrossed her upper body.  The machine let out series of rhythmic clacks that called to Julia, the sounds of her grandmother using a sewing machine to make felt dolls and little dresses for her.  Awkwardly she pushed herself onto her legs and knelt in unholy prayer, staring at her limbs in shock and awe as the cut on her cheek bled into her gaping mouth like communion wine.

“Yes.  That’s the way.  Get up.”  Cheshire Lady came out from a pile of bodies that Julia hadn’t been able to see while strapped to the table.  Two fresh corpses, the other victims in this farce, were at the top.  Cheshire Lady glided to her, her body wrapped in loose and bloody scrubs that seemed more like a hospital gown that dragged on the floor, and Julia couldn’t see her feet or legs moving.

     Screaming, Julia launched herself at the grinning moon, slashing with the knife hand.  As fast as Cheshire Lady was heading toward her, she now flung herself back.  She wasn’t quick enough and Julia jumped at her, knocking Cheshire to the ground.  The sewing machine hand rattled and spun in her left hand as she punched over and over, hacking with the knife hand and matching the rhythm.  Julia didn’t even notice the third arm protruding from her stomach that swung feebly in anger. 


“That’s it!  That’s it!  Very good!”  Sister Thin cried, clapping.  She and Bertha waddled up to Julia, a set of needles and thread clutched in Bertha’s fat hands.  She held them out to Julia, probing her to take them.

“Sew on a piece.  Add your part.  Let’s make a monster.”  She drooled slightly, and Julia saw that Bertha’s lower half of her face didn’t match the structure of the rest of her.  “Come one.  Add your piece.”  Julia stood up on legs that were much stronger than her original ones, and towered over the bloody and gasping Cheshire Lady.  Staggering back, her mind filled with hatred and revenge, Julia made her way to the pile of corpses and began poking through the pile, her third arm grabbing what she needed.  Once the ragged piece of human detritus was chosen Julia went back to Cheshire and straddled her prone torso.  Bertha deftly slapped the threaded into the sewing machine hand and stepped back as Julia went to work.

“We’ve made an excellent monster.” Sister Thin rasped.  
“I wonder what she’ll make of us?”  Bertha stuffed another marshmallow into her mouth and giggled.


[bookmark: _GoBack]HEAT DEATH

“Fucking people.  Ham sandwich!”  The homeless man yelled as Jake and his girlfriend Dunn walked past.  It startled Jake for a moment, and then he laughed a bit, shaking his head in mock disgust.
“Stupid hobo’s” he said and Dunn jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow.  He started to go on one of his tirades about how they could get a job, but stopped when she gave him a stern look.  He knew enough that going down this road would lead to a cold shoulder instead of nice little tussle under the covers, so he let it slide.
“You know, you could try to see it from their perspective.  You have the benefit of options this guy might not have had.”  Dunn was her nickname.  Her full first name was Dunsany, after the poet and fantasy Lord Dunsany.  This tidbit always seemed to fit in perfectly with how Jake viewed her; eclectic and bohemian with a touch of aristocracy.  She wore ancient cowboy boots, tight jeans and a neon pink see through blouse with pearl earrings that looked like they had been stolen from an ancient duchess.
“True.  I have the benefit of a firm little number on my arm and he doesn’t.” Jake reached in and grabbed Dunn around the waist and it caused her already tight neon pink blouse to hug closer, accentuating her very enjoyable features.
“ It might not be his fault that he’s homeless, AND you don’t need to be a jerk about him.  He isn’t harming anyone.”  She pulled away a little and stared into him with her bright green eyes.  He thought up a quick and easy promise that would make him sound good, but also allow him to weasel out of it later.
“Look, how about I take this guy out for coffee, tomorrow?  Ask him what’s what, maybe see if I can help.  But if I end up dead in an alleyway it’s your fault.”  She laughed at that, and then made him promise he would do it. 

He wasn’t going to even look at the guy.  But the lie bothered him, because it was a lie to someone he cared about.  Jakes father loomed at the back of his mind, his deeply lined face wreathed in the cigarette smoke from the Pal Mal’s that always seemed to be stuffed in one pocket or another.  Jake, he said, a man is only as good as his word.  You can be a deadbeat, or get into nightly fights at the bar and still be an okay guy.  Be a liar, and you aint worth shit to anyone.  So when he heard the homeless guy yelling at random people the war of indifference and lust from the previous night lost to parental conditioning.  Ten years in the grave and two thousand miles away, his father still corrected his life.
“Fish, fuck.”  As Jake got closer and actually looked he noticed that the guy was much younger than he thought.  The beard and dirty clothes made him seem older than Jakes twenty seven years, but under the grime Jake could see this kid wasn’t even in his twenties.
“Hey, uh…you want some coffee or something?”  Jake asked, the air at once filled with awkwardness.  The kid looked at him and yelled “Waffles!”  Jake took this as a no, and started to go on his way, but the kid piped up, “Were you going to get coffee anyway or not?”
“Yeah.  Probably a bagel or something, too.”  A small war seemed to fill the kid, and he twitched and shook his head until he came out with an “Okay, sure.”
“Fingernails!  Brioche” the kid yelled, slumping into his chair.  He stared at the cornucopia of pastries that he had ordered and Jake had paid for.  Jake lifted his cup of coffee at the kid and gave a little salute.  The kid did the same and they each began to nibble on their respective pastries, sipping the coffee intermittedly.  When enough time had passed Jake broke the silence and dove right into it.
“So, you seem pretty healthy, except for the quick bursts of yelling.  Do you have Tourette’s?  You know they fall over themselves to hire people like that.  Looks good on a company resume.”  Jake took a sip of his coffee.
“What is this, you going to convert me or something?  I don’t mind a conversation, it’s been a while, donut, and even a homeless guy like me can get lonely believe it or not.  But if you’re selling…”  Jake cut him off.
“”No, nothing like that.  If anything you’ll convert me.  My girlfriend said I should be nicer to people and if I get to know them she thinks maybe I won’t be so misanthropic.  What’s you’re name?”
“Lucas, sausage!”  He said.  Another café patron gave the two of them an odd look and walked past.  “Just Lucas.  And the homeless thing is kind of self inflicted.  Convert you, huh?”
Jake laughed.  He took another sip of his coffee, “See, I think that we have enough ways to get the homeless off the street and that if people want out they can.  So you haven’t changed my mind yet.”  Lucas gave him a sardonic glare, his grubby bearded face shifted and moved as he forced a large glazed donut into his mouth and chewed, his eyes never leaving Jake’s.
After all the donut had been chewed and a few muffled grunts of Tourette’s pumped out Lucas nodded and said “Heat death.”
“I’m sorry, is that another mouth fart or did you mean to say heat death?”
“Heat death.”  Lucas leaned in conspiratorially, “See, you probably have a clean room, right?  You spend time picking up your socks, washing them, folding them, and every time you do a little more energy is expended into the universe.  Eventually, over time, all that heat from that work just gets piled up not doing anything.  Scrambled eggs.  There will come a time when the universe will reach a kind of equilibrium, where all the energy will be even.  Combustion cars won’t be able to work because they require energy transfer, and if there’s no energy transfer, there’s no movement.  Get it?”
Jake had been nodding, but now he shook his head.  “No.  That doesn’t even sound right.”  Lucas shifted in his chair and tried again.
“Okay.  Ripples in a Lucky Charms, fuck, pond.  The pond starts off smooth.  You touch it and it ripples, all the ripples going back and forth, crossing over each other, toast, but after a while it all goes back to being smooth.  That’s what’s going to happen to the universe.  It’s all going to stop because no one will be able to start any ripples.  So I’m just conserving energy and slowing the inevitable.”
“Sure.  What’s the real reason?”  Jake arched an eyebrow.
“I’m psychic.”  Jake almost snorted his coffee.  He shrugged and started to tidy up his mess indicating that his part in this was coming to a close when he looked up at Lucas.  
The kid was in tears.  He let out a deep sigh and stuffed some more pastries into his mouth, grunting at the people walking past.
“Okay.  You’re psychic.  How’s that make you homeless?”  Jake pushed his heat death ensuring coffee aside and leaned in.  Lucas was rocking back and forth a little, and Jake could see he was working hard to say something and fighting over saying nothing.  Lucas pursed his lips and fought but eventually his story forced its way out.
“I can tell what the last thing a person ate is.”  Jake tried really hard not to laugh, but it poured out of him.
“Waffles.”  The kid said.  Jake began to slow down his laughing.  “Not just waffles, Eggo waffles.  With raspberry jam and cream cheese.  You made it into a sandwich.  A waffle sandwich.”
Jake stopped laughing.  That was precisely what he had for breakfast.  “See, now you’re thinking it’s impossible, bacon and eggs, or that I’m scamming you.  But as we go on, you’ll know I’m telling the truth.  None of this is part of my ability, it’s just what happens to soy butter on wheat germ toast! Everyone I know.  You’ll doubt, then believe, maybe think about how you or I can cash in on this ability.  Then you’ll start to worry.  You’ll worry that oatmeal maybe I can do more than that.  Like read your mind.  And you’ll start to get scared.  You’ll push me away.  Even though there are much more dangerous things out there than me telling you what you ate or even reading your mind.”
There was a long pause between them as Jake thought all of these things.
“Could you…not…say what people ate?” He asked.  He was still incredulous, couldn’t believe what this kid was saying, but the precise details of his breakfast was still throwing him off.  He imagined the lengths this kid would have to go through to find out what he had for breakfast in the off chance they would meet.
“No, I can’t.  I just blurt it out.  If I fight doing it, it just drives me crazy until I yell it.”
“Did my girlfriend put you up to this?”
Lucas sneered.  “No.  Brioche.”  It could have been a lucky guess, the woman behind him was taking the last bite of her brioche.  Jake saw that the food in front of Lucas was mostly uneaten.
“And you made me order all this so that you could yell out pastries and no one would pay too much attention.”
“Yeah, and people are always eating.  People.  All the time.  Just stuffing their faces.”  Lucas began to gather all the pastries and put them into a shopping bag he produced from his pocket.  “Thanks, man.  At least I gave you an interesting day, huh?”
He just up and walked away, giving the other café patrons a wide berth, and Jake suddenly became very uneasy.  There was something here he was missing, and he had the overwhelming urge to break up with his girlfriend.
