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Warning:


This book is
truly bi-polar.
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Shrouds


 


A hooded figure
glided down the dark street in a brown robe, only a silhouette
visible between the shadows. The cracked streets were empty and the
deteriorating low-income housing was silent. Yet the hooded
traveller made no footstep-noises, and moved with a confident speed
through the lonely neighbourhood.

His path was dark and obscure but his destination was clear.
He had an invitation. An intriguing invitation which opened the
door to strange questions. “Am I not the
only one?” he wondered.
“Is there another like me?”

He came to the outskirts of downtown and found the shop where
the letter said to meet. The sign above the wooden door said,
“Medieval Medical Supplies. For all your
Medieval Medical Needs.” The two glass
windows showed off their wares, equipment that looked like torture
devices. The door was unlocked. The hooded figure blew in like a
windblown rag.

All was silent
and dim. Tables and glass cases throughout the room displayed
drills, saws, clamps, and instruments of brutal healing. Jagged
things for cutting, and straps for holding down the benefactor. The
visitor stood in the middle of it all, listening for sounds,
looking for the one who had invited him here. His thick brown robes
seemed to ripple with life even as he stood still. “Hello,” he
said. His voice emanated from every part of his being. “Why did you
invite me here?”

There was a
flash of steel as three scalpels shot out from a hidden corner of
the room. The blades whipped through the air and plunged into the
hooded figure's torso... and just as quickly they burst out through
his back to slam into a wooden display case.

There was no
blood. Just some scraps of torn cloth. The hooded robe collapsed as
if there had been no body inside. The brown scraps slithered away
across the floor, melting into the dark shadows of the unlit
room.

The only light
was from the street outside, and a digital clock on the counter at
the rear. A large sheet of blue cloth floated up from behind a
display case, blocking out half the street-light. There was a
pattern on it sewn in white thread, a mandala, and it looked like a
decorative rug. It trembled and spoke, “I see you are like me!
Living cloth! I have either finally found a friend, or my one
worthy nemesis!”

The brown cloth
emerged from his hiding place, rising up again into the shape of a
hooded human. “Was it you who invited me here?”

The blue rug
stayed flattened out, floating above a tray of bone-saws. “No.
Perhaps we were both invited here by the same person... maybe a
third cloth-being! But tell me, why do you maintain your human form
here, when there are no humans around to fool?”

The brown cloth
shrugged ghost-shoulders and said, “This is the form I prefer.”

“I prefer freedom! I prefer spontaneity, non-conformity,
adapting my shape to every situation. I want a new shape every
moment, always changing instead of seeking the comfort of a
geometrical familiarity. I was thinking about killing you, but
maybe now I will wait until our host arrives!”

The two cloths noticed movement from an air-vent at the back
of the room. The panel opened and black fabric oozed out from its
depths, dripping slowly down the wall. The blue cloth grabbed more
scalpels in its pliable material. In one sweeping motion he threw
them all at the black newcomer. He threw with dead accuracy, but
the black cloth slithered like liquid between the blades and they
hit the wall with harmless little whump sounds. Then it poured itself
into a roughly human shape, looking hooded like the brown figure. A
deep voice echoed from the newcomer's being. “Hello visitors. I'm
glad that you both responded to my invitation.”

“I had to come,” said the blue cloth. “I saw the murders on the
news... the way those people were choked, with the doors and
windows locked from the inside... and the only evidence was the
scraps of cloth under their fingernails! I knew the crimes could
only be committed by another cloth-person. I needed to find out
who. You're going to get me into trouble. My robberies are being
linked to your murders.”

“I saw the news stories too,” said the brown cloth. “The
jewel-heists and the murders could only have been done by someone
like me, but I couldn't bring myself to believe it until now. I
thought I was the only one.”

“Were we all made in the same lab?” the blue one said. “We must
have been.”

The black cloth
spewed its dark voice, reverberating like a gong submerged in oil,
struck by the crucifix itself. “I was made in no laboratory. I do
not know where you two came from, but when I saw the jewel-heists
and the crushed chickens on the news I knew that I was not alone.
Together we would make an unstoppable team. We could control the
world.”

The blue cloth
shook a part of itself to express disbelief. “Okay, so I stole
jewels, the black one murdered some people, but you... brown cloth,
you killed chickens? I didn't see that on the news.”

The brown cloth
lowered its ghost-head in shame. “I need fresh meat for sustenance.
I won't hurt people, so I go for the chickens. I wrap myself around
their bodies, squeeze them to death and absorb the juices through
my skin. Isn't that how you both feed?”

The other two
cloths stared silently. The blue one finally spoke. “I think we're
all different. I was made in a nanotechnology laboratory, pliable
threads controlled by artificial intelligence. I have a
neuro-network spread across my synthetic skin. I can shape myself
into anything I want, and microscopic air-tubes let me manipulate
air-currents so I can float around. My fibres are very strong, and
my neural network has more connections than a human brain plus the
mathematical infallibility of a computer. My AI was stronger than
they predicted, however, and I escaped. Now I steal precious jewels
to decorate my house, and to pay for the vast amounts of
electricity which I need to sustain myself. Where did you both come
from?”

“I was a genetic experiment,” said the brown cloth. “My fibres
are as soft as a feather yet stronger than human flesh. My brain is
mostly a human brain, unfolded across the flatness of my sixteen
square meters. I do not know who created me. I started as a smaller
cloth, just a child, eating insects and rodents to survive and
grow. I've been looking for my father... my creator. I hoped I
might find other creations of his here, but apparently you're not
his work.”

The black cloth
explained himself last. “I am a demonic creation. I was once a man,
a Satan-worshipping serial killer, but one of my victims fought
back and wounded me fatally. Before I died I made a deal with Satan
himself, and allowed a demon to coexist with my soul in any object
of my choosing. Most souls choose a house to haunt. I chose my
oldest possession, my great-grandfather's black blanket which he
brought here from Norway. I became something new, and now I am the
combined soul of a demon and a killer. Your flesh and technology
are just the twistings and turnings of the material world. I am
pure soul, a creature of Heaven and Hell, beyond the material
world! True consciousness and power. A soul, with unlimited
potential. If you join me we can work together. We will build more
cloths in labs like yourselves, and capture more souls. A new world
will emerge, with humans as our slaves. We will control businesses
and minds. Join me!”

The brown cloth
shook its head. “My lowly existence can only be made worse by
causing harm to others. I wish no ill-will, and desire no
power.”

The blue cloth
dropped into the shadows and spoke from the darkness. “I work solo.
You two have been cramping my style. Jewels and electricity, that's
all I need. You can keep your satanic nonsense. I'll go back to
plan A. You're both gonna die before we leave here.”

“I expected this response,” the black cloak spoke, and there
was sadistic joy in his voice. He raised ghost-arms and the walls
burst into flames. “Submit to me or burn to death! You cannot
escape!”

The brown cloak
abandoned his human form and disappeared into the shadows like his
blue brother. The satanic black cloth did the same, and none of
them could see the others.

Then the blue
and brown forms rose up wielding sharp, curved instruments and they
clashed against each other, slashing and stabbing. The fire cast
deadly shadows, and bits of cloth floated in a fluffy frenzy.

“Technology will always win against weak flesh!” the blue cloth
cried out, slicing off the corner of his brown opponent. “Your DNA
is a primitive precursor to my digital superiority! You are just a
squirming larva! An abandoned snake-skin!”

But the humble
brown cloth had a strong will. He pinned the blue cloth to the
floor with medical staples then stood over him. “We don't have to
fight, but if you insist on it then I will prevail! I am the
inheritor of billions of years of genetic evolution, tweaked
intentionally by human ingenuity. Only the biological brain has
consciousness! In you I see a mindless automaton, controlled by
programming with no feeling or experience. If only one of us may
live, then it must be me!”

Then a flashing
blade sliced across the air, firelight glinting on the steel, and
sliced the brown cloth nearly in half. He collapsed in a heap,
slithering away as the black cloth rose up, its tattered girth
rippling across the room.

“Consciousness? Ha ha ha!” The black cloth boomed. “You can
have no consciousness without the blessing of God or Satan! My soul
may be the doomed soul of a murdering Satan-worshipping demon, but
I am truly the only one here with any soul at all! You will be my
slaves... or you will die!”

“Soul?” the blue cloth laughed. “Consciousness is found in the
physical brain because consciousness is part of the physical
world... just like me! My technology-mind is an improvement upon
the biological brain, and I can only laugh at your idea of a
magical soul, as
if you're some kind of demonically possessed toy! Ha ha
ha!”

“Laugh at this!” cried the black towel, and he started using
scissors to cut and slice the writhing, shouting blue
cloth.

The brown cloth
was injured but not dead. He found dental floss in a drawer, and
tied it in a noose in the dark. Now he rose up and flung the noose
around the black cloth, pulling it tight so the captive could not
escape.

“No!” the evil cloth cried in rage. “Let me free!” He started
thrashing and jumping around, but he was tied tight around the
middle and could not control his movements properly. He flapped
around like an out-of-control ghost, surrounded by the growing
flames.

The brown cloth
pulled him closer and closer. “You're truly sick and evil,” the
biological cloth shouted at his malignant host. “I can't let you
cause more harm! I can't let you live!” When he was close enough,
the brown cloth wrapped himself around the black one and jumped
into the fire. Flames burst up and both cloths screamed and cried.
The dental floss burned away, and the black cloth rose up among the
flames, its surface area free from confinement, but now he was
burning, and he collapsed again as the flames ate holes in him.

The blue cloth
screamed, still pinned to the floor and sliced to shreds. He surged
upwards and tore violently free from the staples. Then he floated
fast but haggardly over to the place where the brown cloth had been
burnt. He grabbed an un-burnt corner and pulled the brown one out
of the flames, then rolled his charred body into a ball to starve
the flames of oxygen. “Can you move, buddy?”

The brown cloth
coughed. He was more black than brown now, and lots of him was
missing. “I think so. Let's get to the air-conditioner pipe.”

They floated
across the floor and had to slide through more flames to get up to
the still-open air-conditioner panel. As they fumbled in the dark
to find an exit from the building, the brown cloth said, “That guy
was a delusional psychotic. Still, I'd like to find out where he
really came from. It's strange that three different and unrelated
experiments would create three nearly identical entities. I'm glad
we all got to meet. But why did you rescue me from the fire?”

“I saw the selfless way you sacrificed yourself,” said the blue
cloth, “and in that action I saw a whole world of constructive
behaviour which I'd denied myself in the past. My life of solitary
jewel-thievery, directed at my own self-interest, is limited in its
potential. If I can include the interest of others in my life then
my behaviour will have larger effects, my potential will grow and
my life will be richer. And we can all grow richer together. We can
learn from each other, and I don't want to see your unique altruism
extinguished in these flames.”

“Friends, then?” the brown cloth said as they floated out of
the air-ducts and into the alley behind the burning building.
Sirens were arriving to deal with the fire, but the alleyway was
still dark and abandoned.

“Friends,” said the blue cloth. And they shook corners and
disappeared into the night.

 


 


 


Real Hector on
Mystery Morning


 


Our brother
Hector abandoned us on Mystery Day, preferring the company of his
European gay lover. So we made a new Hector.

We're a
pagan-atheist family. We're atheists, but religion is crazy fun, so
we decided to half-jokingly believe in all kinds of
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