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Figment

The steel door banged shut with a boom. He jumped. He looked at its garish shade of currant red. Studying it, all he could do was wait. Chill air cooled the skin. He shivered as a blast of wintry air shoved at him. The office was warm and quiet, but certainly better than the ice-cold production floor. The cheap yet pungent potpourri stunk up the room. He coughed, and underlying chemicals soured in the throat. Beyond the cloister of offices, machinery howled in begrudged life. They were old and out of date. They were newer things in this place, mused Kayden. 

Through the steel door’s blinds, he saw her. He reached for the handle. Sheila held up a finger with a smirk that almost passed as a smile. An out-of-towner, she had all the self-important condescension. She turned back to another. Tightness gripped his chest. Rumors abounded in a factory. Some said that foreign industry was crushing them. Others said the Van Lear family wanted to push out the company. Rumors were a way for the workers to have an illusion of control and awareness. The town's aristocracy hated the incursion of the plant. The Old Money despised the push by the New Money. Either way, he cursed, they reduced everyone’s hours down from overtime to forty, forty to thirty-two hours a week. 

“I’m safe,” muttered Kayden. Brian Weber smiled at him as if catching the thought. A gleam was in the other man’s gaze, which was intense, almost sickly. He clicked his fingers, listening, but nothing traveled through the door. 

The smile beneath that gaze held all the charm of a little boy tearing the wings of flies. Tightness turned to an iron grip around Kayden’s heart. His stomach felt full of soured coffee. It rose to his throat. Anger had made counting the cost impossible, though he had been unaware of connections. The good-ole-boys’ club always wins in Owl Sticks. Merit was determined by family or familiarity. Once he believed superiors were exceptional, but life had shown him that fools ruled him. Kayden ground his teeth, jaw popping. For all their cruel words and mean-spirited acts, they enjoyed him doing their jobs. 

“No,” He dismissed the nagging thoughts. Kayden shook his head. “Who will do the work so their buddies can stand around?” 

Sheila nodded her head as Brian beckoned Kayden with one long fingernail. The color matched to the door when they repainted it. The expense was obvious. He opened it, seeing the Plant Manager Chris Peck. Kayden smiled, light-headed. 

“Mister Stone,” Sheila mouthed with a smirk. “How are you this morning? How is your wife?” She tried her best to make her voice sympathetic. Her eyes held a look of boredom. 

“Still divorced,” he admitted. He forced a smile. Jillian had worked at the company. Kayden had no interest in the whole plant talking about his ex-wife. “She still can’t work, you know, after the medical problems,” he added, almost ashamed. Brian’s smile grew, but Chris sighed and crossed his arms and legs. 

“That was so unfortunate,” her smirk turned to a smile. “I just hate it. Maybe you can get her into rehab.” She composed herself as a saint to a repentant sinner. 

Kayden glanced at Brian, who laughed, but Sheila waggled a finger at him. Like a beloved but naughty child, he stowed his open glee. “Well, with our hours being cut,” he confessed, digging fingers into his palms, “it is hard—” 

Sheila waved off his words. “Anyway, we brought you here today to discuss certain matters.” She glanced at the other men and nodded. “Oh yes, first, I need your security card.” 

“Okay,” he muttered. He withdrew it from his wallet and set the card on her desk. The beat of his heart grew louder, and lightness at the back of his head bloomed. Grayness at the edges of his vision spread. Kayden’s beech wood eyes, light brown, charred at the edges, locked onto Sheila. Every sensation grew more intense. He could feel the hand of the clock tick. The potpourri was a clawing chemical stench. 

The Human Resources Manager took a pencil from the cup. She pulled the card with its eraser, lip curled. “Now,” she brushed down the wrinkles of her blouse, “there have been some unfortunate events, and things have been limping along.” 

“Yes,” he nodded, “we lost some contracts.” Kayden tried to keep his eyes away from Brian. His supervisor’s face reddened. “Those quality issues,” he said. Everyone knew the reason for them losing customers. 

“Sure,” she mouthed, looking down at a list of names. “You know that we’ve been working reduced hours, which has made things harder.” Her eyes ticked up to recall part of this speech. 

“Yes,” he said, but she looked away. A dark part wanted Sheila to at least look at him. She had developed a reputation around town. Despite what she believed, no one believed outsiders were above them. An ice pick of fire stabbed at the back of Kayden’s eyes. 

“Anyway,” she snapped, looking at the computer. Sheila looked at her computer, referring to her notes. “Yes, unfortunately, we have to lay off some people. Then, others can have forty hours.” 

Part of him knew this was possible. The words hung in the air. Days when they moved him played at the back of his mind. He had managed to be too valuable to terminate. Everyone knew Brian and his buddies hated him, but Kayden always came to help. He went out of his way, lending a hand when no other would. “I don’t understand,” he grunted, dazed. Through the gray fog, which was turning red. “I’ve been here a long time,” he scowled, “and there are people who’re newer than me.” 

“Well,” she blinked, smirk blessedly gone. Kayden had always been polite. His resistance was striking. 

Brian crossed his arms. “We need the best! We can make it through these hard times. I figured, with all those books you read, you would understand. I guess you’re not that smart.” He had peeked at them when Kayden left them unattended. 

Kayden pressed his mouth shut. His eyes locked onto the supervisor. The good-ole-boys’ club, he thought bitterly. “Smart, there is a difference between smart and being a sycophantic lecher.” Brian looked at Chris and Sheila. “There is a distinction between intelligence, and being a boot-licking pervert. The smart thing," he spat the words. "If I were in power, I would be to separate my personal and professional lives. I’ve heard women here complaining." His neck and face burned. Some had tearfully confessed things. No one else would listen, certainly not Sheila. "Some have told me they’ve felt pressure to do THINGS.” 

“There is no evidence,” Sheila snapped, holding up a hand. “Besides, I can’t do 'anything' if there is no PROOF.” Her smirk returned. She placed a hand to her heart as if it bled for any victims. 

The ice picks turned to flaming daggers, and he struck his leg with a fist. “Everyone is afraid to say anything!” Kayden growled. The grayness was gone, but now blackness took its place. “You say anything, and you get punished!” 

“We have a no retaliation policy,” countered Sheila. 

“Sure,” he laughed, grinning viciously. Anything being a rule never means it unbroken; he thought. 

Brian struck the desk with a fist. “I wondered why you were talking to them!” He reached for Kayden's shirt collar. The plant manager pushed his hand down before it could grab him. 

Chris stood. “Mister Stone, we no longer need your services,” he mouthed. His lip curled, and he pulled up his pants. Despite his belt, the bulbous gut pushed them down. “I have great faith in my supervisors,” he raised his chin. 

“Because they back your lies,” Kayden returned. “When your boss asks why we lost contracts, they lie.” Brian and Sheila blinked. Both wore similar looks of shock. Like a surprise finger in the bum, Kayden mused. 

Chris’s face turned a dangerous shade of plum, finger raised, mouth agape. He froze, closed his mouth, and his color returned to its milky shade. “Don’t expect a call, Mister Stone,” he admitted, smiling, although his eyes cut at Kayden. “During your transition, it would be a time for reflection. You may find another employer who needs someone so smart, they’re useless.” Before anyone could speak up, Chris held up a hand. “Leave, Mister Stone, or I’ll call the police.” He puffed up his chest, almost daring Kayden to speak. 

Kayden looked at them. Chris scowled. Brian grinned like a cat that got the cream. Sheila’s ever-present smirk returned, and a hand went to the phone on her desk. He stepped out of the office before anger could get the law called. Part of him knew they held all the cards. He had no money to fight them, which they took advantage of. 

He trudged out of the building into the wintry day. Through his fury, the gust of icy wind cooled his passions. Unaccustomed to unemployment, he grasped at every thought. Kayden cursed. He tried to think of any plan, but his mind raced with retorts and denunciations. His mind constructed and discarded workable plans, despite the fog of emotion. At occasional intervals, he paused, until reminded by the cold to keep walking. 

Kayden stopped beside his car, frowning. The scene before him broke through the haze of thoughts, slights, and indignities incurred. The door was open, and the contents of his car lied about the lot. Inside, the thief had cut the seats and gouged the wheel. Kayden’s head hung for a moment. He studied the scars on his hands. A snowflake landed on his neck, melted, and stung with another wintry blast. No matter how low one fell, he thought, there was always a way to stomp a man deeper. 

He gathered up his belongings before putting them back inside the cab. Kayden inserted the key and turned it, but the car was dead. The thief had left the door open, and the battery had died. He rested his head against the wheel, feeling its coolness. A sob slipped out, but he squeezed his eyes closed. Better do something, a worn-out voice inside offered. 

Kayden got out. The local parts store would let him borrow a jumper, but they were closed today. He looked at the plant, and Chris watched him. He stood by the security hut. “Better get out of here,” he whispered, the fog of his breath hanging in the air. 

He trudged over the gravel. His mind snatched at any way to get himself a job fast. The prospects were rapidly drying up in the county. The asphalt was a little better. He barely noted the change underfoot. It had deep cracks running through it. Kayden paused at the edge of the plant’s property. I guess I never noticed; he mused. 

This revelation revealed more of the world’s shabbiness. Along the road, Kayden saw other plants closed. Shuttered, they warned against trespassing. The Van Lear family owned all the land, so none dared to destroy or squat inside the buildings. Some families blamed them for the county’s dissolution, but others believed they were purging the outsider filth. He needed a job, but none of the industrial jobs remained. 

Flakes of snow grew fatter, and a dusting of snow clung to the road. Beside him, the chain-link fence held icicles. He trudged on, stopped briefly, seeing only more closed businesses. Eventually, the road ended at the edge of the industrial park. The people who could afford better lived in these homes. More of them were empty, he saw. When did this happen? He wondered. No answer came. One had a wrecked vehicle in the yard, which looked abandoned, though Kayden was unsure. Before Jillian's injury, they had lived nearby. He smiled at all the plans they had made within its walls. Hope once abounded. He found none now. He moved past the houses haunted by dead hopes. 

At the top of Lear Mountain was Swannanoa, where the Old Money had ruled at the town’s founding. Beneath it, the New Money of Duncannon aspired to the family's decadence above. Below all were Owl Sticks. Beyond where Kayden lived was the forest, though he avoided it. The people there were strange. People started calling the town Meridian. 

The smart ones moved away. The desperate or foolish remained. Clusters of trailer parks and decrepit houses comprised the lowest section. Breaks in the pavement ran riot through the road. The cat piss stink of meth labs bled over the desolation of the lowland. Busted engines bled oil and anti-freeze, which mixed with dirt. Dogs on heavy chains glowered at pedestrians, ready to bite. Damp boots made the bones in his feet ache. Skeletal, pockmarked figures watched from porches, yards, or houses. They numbed themselves to escape this truth, this desolation. Kayden glanced at the dirty children, whose strung-out parents ignored them. Peeking at a dirty window, his eyes haunted him. He saw the same desperation in his eyes. It marked all that lived here. 

The sharp horn ripped Kayden from the darksome thoughts. Its note was strange and old. He stepped off the road. It glided over the road. A vintage model, its beauty was alien in Owl Sticks. It was in mint condition. People retreated from it, yet he could only stare. Its dark glass obfuscated the driver until they passed Kayden on the street. Dressed as eloquently as his ride, the man’s eyes were pale, nearly white, and Kayden could swear he was blind. Their eyes met. He felt a curiosity. 

The vintage car glided past him. Its engine had a polite rumble. A pothole in the road was before it, but Kayden sensed the driver focused on him. Wheels struck the broken pavement, the trunk popped open, and a package dropped on the road. The man's pale eyes turned from his. Kayden jerked. He called for him to stop. 

He picked up the package. Kayden frowned, and he turned the parcel in his hands. His brow furrowed. Wrapped in paper, secured by a grass string, it was light. Empty, I think, he mused. The fall damaged the string. It snapped in his hands. He sighed. This was something else he had to handle. He would have to return it if it had anything inside. 

An old bottle rested inside. Like something from an apothecary, he mused. He smiled, enchanted. The label read “HPL-0717.” He shrugged and looked at a tag. “Figment,” he muttered. “What is that, a street name?” The label had a list of effects. His brow furrowed. It guaranteed a boost in intelligence, so magnificent, it would let one see the 'Truth' itself. “Okay,” he laughed, stowing it in a pocket. 

Snow fell faster, and Kayden looked up at the sky. Better get home, he thought. He had to remember to call Rutger the Sheriff. The cold bit into the skin. His socks were wet, and his feet ached. He moved at a slow, though persistent, pace through the snow. He hoped the owner of the Figment would pay him for returning his package. A smile dared to break over his face. 

Quick as his grin was born, the view of the trailer before he buried it. After moving here, Kayden learned to keep nothing of value visible. They had struck again. He wondered if it was Brian trying to spook him. Like his car, the thief had found little worth stealing. They had destroyed his few possessions. He moved through the mess. Secured through a hole in the floor, all his valuables were in a safe. Kayden stopped. His hidden cache was on the floor. He sat back, butt landed on the bed. 

Tears filled his scarred hands. All his bills were due in a week. The utility companies had no mercy on people like him. The thieves had even stolen his mother’s wedding ring. It was of no monetary value, but he could never replace it. Kayden, for the first time, felt all thoughts flee. Only the aches throughout his body filled the emptiness. His knees throbbed, and the cold agitated his shoulder. 

“Jillian,” he whispered. He had saved up money, which was in the safe. “How will I tell her?” He was so close. He looked at the ruin. “I can get out of this.” He thought of his ex-wife. Helping her cook dinner would make him feel better. This day would end with a smile. 

After the divorce, his ex-wife moved into another trailer. Jillian had told him to stay away the last time they talked, but she was also high. No one else took care of her. He was the only one that cared about her. 

He stood, pushed down the emptiness, and wiped away tears. I can get out of this, thought Kayden. I’ll talk to Jillian and tell her that Rehab is still on. A plan is better than no plan. 

Every trailer court in Owl Sticks was the same. At the bottom, there was little difference in the lives. No one came to the dredges of Lear Mountain. Snow came down harder in bloated flakes. Winter made the rot lower, like a busted freezer in a junkyard. Kayden closed his mouth. Every breath pulled in the decay. At the turning of the seasons, when temperatures changed in sudden sharpness, he noticed the soured putrescence. No matter the filth and stink, you can learn to bear it, mused Kayden. Life has a way of reminding one of their low lots in life. Busted cars rusted away. Houses leaned. As snow went everywhere, people went nowhere. 

Jillian’s trailer waited at the back of the trailer court. Time and neglect had worn out the trailer, leaving it ugly and broken. The sign, which displayed its name, was long gone. Flyers for churches hung on posts, most were gone too. A waist-high chain-link fence kept no one out. Junkies jumped its fence instead of using the roads. Chicken wire patched the gaps. Although summer was gone, bug zappers hummed, and electric blue light made all appear frozen. The storm was building into a blizzard. It had already covered the yards. The homes leaned away from each other, disgusted. 

It hunched. Streaks in vertical strokes of a sickly hue stained the mustard yellow exterior. The carpenter that built the porch was incapable of right angles, Kayden reckoned. Cheap wood had weathered the years poorly, which were nearly black. There hung another bug zapper, which had gone dark. Broken. It had run till it had quit like the black truck out front. He had given it to Jillian, but it had given up. She never fixed it. He was going to repair it after rehab. Kayden felt the emptiness crawl into his heart, but he focused on the next step. He raised his hand to knock, which shook. Tears burst out. How do I tell her? 

The icy wind turned the tears to needles. He wiped at them, cleared his throat, and knocked. The repeated repairs failed to fix the damage. It could never properly close. A sigh slipped out. He shook his head. 

“Hello,” he said, pushing open the door. “Jillian, are you here?” 

She sat on the couch, head tilted slightly back. The heater blew tobacco ash-choked air, which mixed with the scorched coffee. Kayden cursed and turned it off. I should have come by and cleaned the place. He thought and felt his cheeks burn. The floor popped with every step. The storm howled outside. 

He stopped in front of Jillian. Kayden looked at a small table. She had scored a lot this time. She often passed out after getting a fix. Sores marred her skin, once perfect. Did you run me off to do this? He wondered. Clothes hung off her, bones too sharp under pale skin. Mascara ran from tears. She had shot up with shame, but the drugs dulled that too. 

“I’m sorry,” he sobbed, looking away from her. “I should have come by sooner. You promised to take care of yourself better.” Kayden sighed and wiped his brow. “I lost my job.” Silence greeted this, and he looked anywhere but at Jillian. “I promised to get you help,” he swore, “and I know you don’t think you need it. I’ll find another job!” Killian thought of his old bosses. “I guess you’re right. They got away with it.” He sat in front of her and took her wrist. 

Kayden blinked. They were cold. Jillian runs hotter than this, part of him said stupidly. He felt the wrist, but nothing. Again, he checked. He examined the other arm. He stood and checked her neck, but there was no pulse. “NO,” he barked. He opened her eyes. Once they had enchanted him, but their luster was gone. “I promised,” he groaned, knees buckling. Tears blurred his eyes. 

A wail tore out of him as he buried his face in her lap. He could smell her urine. The emptiness returned to drive away all but the sorrow. Kayden wept. His chest heaved, body shaking. All his plans—all his work for nothing. No thought, no path came to give him purpose. Without purpose, he had no reason to move. He cried until tears dried up. 

After no more tears would come, he sat back. His head felt woozy. Light glinted from her finger, and Kayden shook his head. Jillian wore his mother’s wedding ring. She had put it back on. It was looser now than when they had got married. He thought of his car, house, and safe. He shook his head to dispel the thought. 

“I should have hidden it better,” he confessed, stepping back. Gray crept back into his vision, and he leaned against the wall. This was his fault. He knew she had problems. How could he be so careless? 

Through the numbness, part of him told him to call the police. It was the next logical step. With the storm, it took longer to get through. The absence of thought had cut him adrift in the chaos of emotion. His myriad emotions fluctuated and flashed so fast that he felt dazed. He picked up the phone, hearing a dial tone. Sweat broke out as he talked, and he forgot words as he spoke. The dispatcher asked questions, often repeating them. The phone went dead at the other end. Kayden stared at it. 

Kayden looked at Jillian, eyes open to slits. How could it be true? The room’s heater blew, and sweat gathered at the small of his back. The smell of stale tobacco ash was unbearable. He pulled at the collar of his hoodie. The space felt too small. He peeked at her gaze. 

“No,” he muttered, retreating retreated to the porch. Kayden had no idea what he meant, but it was true. 

The half-rotted wood creaked underfoot. It barely held on. He walked off the porch, falling back onto the steps. All through Kayden’s life, until today, a constant stream of thought occupied his days, often dreams too. He never was unaware. This silence of the mind comforted yet frightened. No path forward came.  

Cold crept into his hands, and Kayden thrust them into his jacket pockets. Icy winds or any cold weather turned his joints to molten lead. Cool glass touched his knuckles. He turned his head, brow furrowed. He withdrew the bottle and shook it. Thoughts began to return. His mind pulled towards Jillian, but he focused on the label. Like some cheap gas station candy, it had a wrapper with reflective foil inside. Eldritch blue caught the light, which was unpleasant. It made his eyes ache to look at it. Like something from a magazine, he mused. He recalled x-ray glasses that would allow one to see through things. This promised a boost in brain power and awareness. He chuckled. It was a raspy snap. If he was smarter and knew more, this was avoidable. There was a way out, at some point. It was impossible, but his mind insisted. 

“Watermelon,” he muttered, “just a piece of candy.” It must have been a gift for a kid, he mused. He placed it on the tongue. Sweet, it was flavorful, though the shell broke to reveal a whipped cream with jelly at the center. Although the Figment was delicious, the image of biting into a snail in its shell ruined it. He shrugged, “Good candy.” It was a start on the calories that would keep him going another day. It wasn't healthy, but real food cost money. 

He sat, focused on his body. Other than a slight sugar rush, Figment was just another tasty treat. Kayden felt his mind wander back to the contents of the trailer behind him. Shaking his head, he looked at the antique bottle, brow furrowed. Beech wood-brown eyes roamed over the deepening snow. Laughter bled over the torn, tattered trailer park. It was under a blanket of white. He forced back thoughts of Jillian before they could tear him apart. 

Just past the badly patched perimeter fence, a small group had congregated. They chattered about nothing. They gathered around a trash barrel filled with debris and wood. The warmth of the flames drove away from the cold. Kayden stood to peek at them, but looked down instead. Something pulled at the back of his mind. Something about their face, a voice whispered inside. They were off, somehow. 

The four stood around the flames. One was a teenager, poor yet vibrant. He smiled at the others. He held his hands up to drive off the cold. Kayden’s gaze ripped away to the young man’s friends. They were dimmer in aspect, though within the fire’s glow. Muted features of their faces felt somehow painted on. Though the imaginary artist was masterful, it fell short of real. It was uncanny in its approximation to reality. Emotions rolled over them; yet, they were an act, an accurate mimicry. They were insincere. Arcs of shadow passed between them, each connected, but they never touched the ordinary young man. Reactions were also a facsimile. Their bodies fell almost into scripted responses, but with a tiny jerk. 

“Like,” he muttered, but a flood came to drown the chaotic emptiness. They’re like characters in a story; he thought, but shook his head. No, they’re like those things. A voice inside blubbered. Kayden stared until a flake of snow landed in an eye. He blinked, wiping at his eyes, but they remained a falsehood. With a shake of his head, they remained. “They’re like those things in games,” he blabbered, blinking rapidly. 

He held up the bottle of Figment. He held it up to his eyes to see the fine print. “Oh, my GOD,” he groaned, “this is this a hallucinogen!” The group looked at him, and Kayden stuffed it into a pocket. 

Again, he listened to his body, but all that waited was old aches. I don't feel high, part of him pleaded. Is this high? Why would anyone want to feel like this? 

He stared at the young men. They spoke for a moment longer, but left after a few minutes. The unreality of them remained, despite Kayden’s denial. He stepped off the porch, drawn by their strangeness. Thought of Jillian stabbing at him, heart feeling split. The only plan was to wait for the police. Not true yet, he promised, but refused to look back at the trailer. She wasn't dead. He was no doctor, Kayden told himself. 

He ventured to the edge of the trailer court. Snow fell harder, cutting down visibility. The mountain was gone. The Van Lear family ruled from atop it. All that remained was the cloister of homes, all beyond veiled in white. Kayden brushed snow off his shoulders. Cold boots forgotten; his old pain seemed now distant. Each step casts up little clots of snow that built up on the tops of his boots. 

The chatter of his cacophony of thoughts slowed. He focused his mind amid the constant babble inside. Most had placid fake faces that moved by absent string, though some were ordinary. None seemed to notice him. Was his face like theirs? He watched them pass back and forth. They moved over the street. Some glanced at him, but he managed a smile and waved. Some waved back. He shook, wiping the sweat away. 

“Useless,” he judged, “this stuff is a waste of time.” He shook his head with a shrug. I just don’t get it, thought Kayden. 

A shadow drifted in the snow. Back and forth, it staggered. Kayden ignored them. It was a familiar sight. The only way to live in Meridian was to numb yourself. He thought of the strange people. Their faces were a sham. 

Jillian's face swam into his thoughts, too. How did this happen? The question was a constant across life. A voice replied that this was the culmination of her decisions. This was the natural conclusion to her actions. 

A stranger came closer as he frowned over the mildly offered idea. Before the strange, new voice could elaborate, the sudden stagger of the other pulled him away. Years of use had worn the biker. Stains darkened the stranger's jeans. Their rips zig-zagged across the knees. You get that from working in the dirt on a car, a voice offered in case he needed clarification. Kayden’s beech wood eyes climbed up the man, for something waved atop his shoulders. Like a car lot with a sale, those things that swayed and jerked, that voice added in the pleasant tone of a helpful observer. From the stranger's neck, a tube of cancerous meat waved in the air, though along the sides, legs like fangs scrabbled at the falling snow. The force of this movement made each step a tenuous affair. 

“Oh,” Kayden breathed. His mind clamored. His stomach flipped as the world turned gray at the edges. 

Among the tumult of the thoughts, the unfamiliar voice mulled over the situation, detachment of the intellectual or insane. He has that off-brand of cigarettes; it instructed. You know that one with the name like motor oil. What did you call them? Oh yes, you called them Black Tar Nails. 

Where the man’s head should have been, the meat centipede finally stilled. Oh, it sees me! The thought blared across his mind, and the Intellectual concurred. It waved. The violence of the undulation almost toppled the mechanic. Kayden fell backward, landing in the snow. He kicked at the earth to back up. A hand reached towards him, but he scrambled back onto his feet. 

It shambled after him, meat centipede mewled. Kayden jumped over a fence. He threw himself forward. Behind him, the mechanic jerked towards him. Black tar nails peeked from a chest pocket. Kayden nearly crashed into a doghouse. The lower part of it rotted away. The only remaining evidence of its former occupant was a name above the entrance. He fled to the back as he moved, chest heaving, but the uneven tread of the mechanic grew louder. I have to get to Jillian, he thought. 

Kayden forced himself to slow, hoping the mechanic would lose him. The man, controlled by the centipede of meat, fell over the fence. Some alien means of perception failed to register it. Kayden watched them flail. 

Snow blinded, and the wind howled. The blizzard reduced the world to mere yards. Within the blizzard, the sound of Owl Sticks became deadened. The busted freezer taste pried itself inside the mouth. His cold boots slipped on Jillian’s steps, and he fell on one knee. He leaped up and through the door. 

Inside, he secured the door. Kayden peeked out the window. The mechanic shambled and jerked about in the snow. It wandered about, pulled by alien thoughts. "Doesn’t see me," he breathed, resting his head against the cold wood. 

A crinkle rose. It was furtive, like an earthworm dragged over an empty chip bag. Kayden froze. Are her eyes still open? He turned his head. It stopped before he could find the source of the noise. Of course, the Intellectual remarked. The real question is if she is looking at you. Chaos erupted in his mind, though the unfamiliar voice was still cool and detached. Invisible hands gently, though firmly, turned his gaze. A groan drooled out of his slack mouth. 

Jillian sat with her head tilted back. Lovely eyes were open to slits. She may be sleeping, he prayed. A ragged sigh slipped out of him, and Kayden’s face burned. Tears burst out, face reddened, weight lifted, but his chest heaved. His knees felt ready to buckle. Shivers gripped him. The taste of candy was too sweet in his mouth. The room felt too full. Ghost of the chills bit into his hands and feet. 

“I have to think,” he announced. “There is a way out, just a bad trip!" 

No, the Intellectual corrected, this is the Truth. There was a smugness in this inner voice. It was pleased to perceive something he couldn't. 

“What?” asked Kayden, eyes drifting away. He could smell the factory on him. Its aroma clawed at his sinuses. 

Jillian, your ex-wife, is dead from a drug overdose, the voice elaborated. A culmination of variables and choices—yours and hers—that ended in her death. You already knew the answer. The voice spoke with a condescending glee. 

Kayden frowned at the thought. A question rose, but a sudden shift at the edge of his vision pulled into his eyes. Jillian's hand twitched. One finger pointed, absently, at the remnants of an envelope. From its tip, a fat thread crawled over the paper. It moved, rose to look about, but froze at his gasp. It quivered. The shiver of its body ran down the hand. A thin red line traced down her arm like the voracious roots of a tree. These razor-thin cuts spread over the emaciated body. A dark part of him thought of a broken vase. Skin peeled back. It pulled from muscles. It sounded like ripping paper, though wet. Kayden fell backward, shoulders struck by the wood. He pawed the air to turn an invisible knob. More skin pulled away to lift her like a doll. Like an angel of ruin, her wings spread out, made of veiny flesh. Her lower jaw split. Her tongue lulled down to a too-skinny chest, and an empty eye melted into a luminous blue. Two tentacles extended from the sockets like skinned snakes. Out from the tattered clothes and ruined meat, a pungent mushroom stink choked the tobacco ash reek. 

“Oh, GOD,” he pleaded. His mind emptied. Even the Intellectual had no thought to share. It watched from within him. 

“Just move on,” the twin snakes hissed low in hateful sorrow. It was the last thing Jillian had said to him. It was a fervent plea. Jillian had cried when she said it. 

That was the last words of your ex-wife before she overdosed, the Intellectual voice insisted. It revealed the thought as if it was the winning answer in a game show. 

Kayden screamed. Wings of skin lifted Jillian towards him, and he bucked backward. Badly repaired door barely held together. It fragmented under his weight. The few nails and screws holding it closed gave up. He tumbled back onto the porch. She moved towards him, silent. Another scream tore out of him, and he moved back and then kicked it closed. It banged shut, but the slightest push would open it. 

Jillian bumped against the door, but he kept it shut. His wail of anguish broke. Kayden covered his face. Knowing more never changes the past, the Intellectual whispered. It shouldn't take long for her to escape. 

“NO,” he turned over, jumping to his feet. He rushed off the porch. 

You cannot flee your mind, the unfamiliar voice observed. I am wherever you are, it added, almost amused. 

The meat centipede head had wandered out of the trailer park. His gaze was wild. He searched for the mechanic. Kayden stumbled through the blizzard. The other trailers were only pale visages. He loped, carried upon terror, out into the road. 

Shadows passed at the edges. People appeared and then disappeared. They pushed through the blizzard. Streets turned, twisted, and bent. No cars dared the road. Snow reduced parked vehicles to white hulks. Every flake of snow had weight, tossed upon howls of wind. The entire world felt sewn into nerves. Even the slightest mote plucked the nerve and strummed the heart. The placid island of his mind drifted into the pandemonium of the infinite. His eyes saw too much. Tastes assailed and sensations assaulted. I can feel every particle, Kayden’s mind moaned. Battered by endless sensation, he staggered forward in the blinding white. His eye counted every particle of ice. All senses rose higher and higher until everything was within him, and he reduced to nothing. 

Beyond mere yards, an uneasy light devoured the world. It was an eldritch blue, and a bruised hue of purple. It painted all beyond the fleck of the ground beneath Kayden. Sensuous and wicked wares offered in secret. The alien stars, already dead, swept across a strange sky. The blizzard raged, but it was a speck in the boundless sea of the infinite. All of it pressed upon his mind. A man was finite. To see—to feel the fathomless—filled every atom till even the senses of gods fell short, stupid, and insufficient. Better to close your eyes than blinded by revelation, the Intellectual observed. It was better to die than numbed by the sensation this voice knew. Deafened by the chaos left one hollowed out; his mind obliterated. Every facet of taste became one until indivisible, but nothing in the lack of definition. Overwhelmed, the specific was nothing in the endless. Kayden wailed under the assault, hearing the echoes of the hungry void raise its voice in his. 

The unabashed truth crashed down upon Kayden, all of it. It hollowed him out. Inside it filled, spilled, and drowned anything else. Naked revelation was before him. It coursed through him, awful as the acknowledgment. The truth was relentless. Layers upon layers wove together. Stupid senses failed to capture it. Together, a bizarre gulf and nothing surrounded each, and the absurd reality of incongruities defied logic. Laws of existence broke, yet held in a paradox unfathomable. Sane and insane bound this reality as the rules of attraction and repulsion. In every universe, galaxy
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