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Stephen Kozeniewski
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It wasn’t the first time I tried to cut off my finger and it won’t be the last. To date I’ve already lost...

—my right eyeball,

—my left pinkie,

—my upper left central molar,

—my right thumb, and

—my right index finger

...in that order. The telltale red package I’d received that day contained a lady’s left ring finger (or that of a man who favored a fine teal nail polish). That meant I had been entered into a race with a madman to avoid adding my own left ring finger to the list above. So, I found myself in the kitchen, making a perfectly circular slice around my bottom knuckle with a paring knife.

The blood was already dripping onto the floor, but that was alright. It was linoleum and easily cleaned. I tried to dig in under the skin and flesh with my opposing hand, but I was down to three fingers on that one. I just couldn’t get a good enough grip to yank the offending digit off. My frustration was palpable.

Normally I would’ve taken some pills and given myself a few hours before any self-amputation, but I didn’t have nearly enough time remaining for that. Ever since Eyetooth had learned how I intended to beat him at his own game, the time between receiving a package and his inevitable visit had been dwindling. I had minutes, maybe, if I was lucky.

“Fuck!” I shouted.

I snatched at the handle of vodka on the counter. I could only grab it with my still-bleeding left hand, not the thumbless right. As I drank my throat rippled like a runner’s stopping for Gatorade.

I kept my mouth full of liquor, shoved my entire ring finger into it and clenched down on the seam with my teeth. The site of the wound roared in agony and bubbled with the makeshift antiseptic. I clenched my teeth and yanked. I had been hoping to tug the whole finger off in one mighty pull, but the infrastructure of bone and flesh stubbornly resisted. I ended up just peeling off the skin and fingernail.

I spat a mouthful of vodka and degloved skin into the sink and looked down at my poor little puddy. It had been reduced to bloody meat, like a particularly bright red bowl of Sloppy Joe-to-be.

Damn it.

I’d heard of people biting fingers off before. It wasn’t supposed to be this hard, and it was supposed to happen fairly quickly. But I realize that went more for biting somebody else’s finger off. Clearly, biting off my own was another kettle of fish. My mind was definitely not soaring over this matter.

I reached for the butcher’s block and pulled out a long, serrated knife that I’d only ever used for cutting loaves of garlic bread lengthwise. It would have to do. There weren’t many serrated knives in the set, and unless I could make a very precise blow with something massive like the cleaver, which I was not confident I could do, I was going to have to saw it off.

I tucked the two remaining fingers on my left hand perpendicular to the countertop, laid the ring finger over the lip, and drew the long, serrated knife across the wound. Weirdly, the pain didn’t strike me terribly, possibly because I was already going into shock from the blood loss, but the grotesque sound made my teeth grind.

How many times had I done just this to a perfectly marbled steak?

But it wasn’t a filet of dead cow I was slicing into, it was a still-living human digit, and my own. But crunch followed squish and slowly I hacked through it. The vodka might have served better as an anesthetic if half of it wasn’t pooling onto the ground as part of my blood alcohol content.

I stopped sawing with a shiver as a dizzy spell struck me. I staggered and grabbed a cabinet handle to brace myself, pulling it wide open as I wobbled. The vertiginous fit shook me, but I came out the other side feeling like a knight on a medieval quest. Shining in the cabinet in front of me, rather than the Holy Grail, was the electric knife I only ever used to carve turkey on Thanksgiving. That mighty appliance could have finished my battle of wills with Eyetooth in a matter of seconds.

But as I stumbled to reach for it, a telltale pinprick struck my neck. Like a bullfrog devouring a dragonfly, the familiar, drug-induced state of unconsciousness swallowed me whole. My finger still clung to my hand by several ligaments.

He’d beaten me to the punch again.

***
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This whole business started almost five years ago, when I still had ten fingers and ten toes. I should have known there was something odd about the bright red box on my doorstep, but between groceries, toiletries, books, and everything else I order online somewhere between two and four packages arrive on my doorstep almost daily. If the odd color of the package struck me at all, I might have thought that some online retailer was having a Christmas special or something. I shuffled the box into the ever-burgeoning, ever-diminishing pile of “I’ll get to its” and then promptly didn’t get to it for a solid day.

That was probably the greatest mistake of my life.

It was ten or eleven at night when I finally settled into my loveseat and attempted to make a dent in the mountain of packages. The red one caught my eye first. When I opened it, I was greeted by a madman’s wet dream. Nestled in a bed of cotton, in a box that should have held a bracelet, was a severed human eyeball with about an inch of dangling cord-like optic nerves.

My hand leapt to my mouth and the box dropped to the floor. The eyeball, bright blue and radiant, went rolling away, finally tumbling to rest under my entryway cabinet. Both of my cats, who normally can’t agree about anything, simultaneously decided that this was a far superior toy to any of their catnip-stuffed mice and batted it back and forth between them.

Mortified, I struggled to restrain them both and retrieve the eye, only a little worse for wear. Standing there, holding the gelatinous little orb, a shudder ran through me and I very nearly vomited. (I was terribly squeamish back then.)

I hurried to place the eye back into the box. This was a mistake, obviously, but I simply couldn’t conceive of what had caused it. I turned the red outer box over and over in my hand. Aside from the unusual color, it was just like any other box I received on a regular basis. It bore a single sticker with my name and address printed somewhat clearly, a number of inscrutable bar codes, and a return address which seemed to consist of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs.

Panicked, I spent the next hour trying to get ahold of someone at one of the three delivery companies I routinely use, all of which promise 24-hour customer service. Unsurprisingly, I could reach none of them on the phone. Finally, after a few hours on internet chat, all three companies assured me that the bar codes belonged to none of them.

Only then did it occur to me that the eyeball itself was probably valuable. Immeasurably so, in fact. Perhaps it was for a transplant, in which case this was the difference between sight and blindness to somebody out there. But was an eye transplant even a real surgery? I had no idea. I stood in front of my refrigerator, nervously trying to decide whether it was best kept in the icebox or the freezer. Finally, I shoved it into the crisper, next to all my half-rotten vegetables.

My house wasn’t particularly close to a hospital, so I didn’t really see how it could have been sent to me by accident. Sometimes I got my next-door neighbor’s mail to either side, and once in a blue moon, a similar address down the street. But none of the addresses to any of the hospitals in town were even remotely like mine, and most involved a dizzying array of suites and departments, while mine is just a name and a number.

Hospitals, at least, were open all the time, so I picked the nearest one and called them. It took me a while to convince the poor front desk clerk who answered the phone that I was not attempting to prank call her, nor that I was the victim of a prank and had received a rubber or glass eyeball in the mail. I was as sure as anyone reasonably could be that the object in my vegetable crisper had at one point come out of a real, live human being.

That poor woman was something of a saint. She spent probably twenty minutes on the phone gently convincing me, when I probably sounded like a mental patient, that the eyeball was probably just a cow’s or a pig’s and someone had pranked me terrible. She only let me go after I promised multiple times to contact the police about this unusual and disturbing incident anyway.

I decided to drive to the police station with the damned object rather than just call and go through all that again. But by that point I had wasted the precious day that the unknown and unwholesome correspondent had allotted me. Before I had even gotten my jacket on, the touch of a venomous needle struck my neck for the first time.

In the morning one of my eyes had been scooped out of my head.

It had hardly been a surgical procedure, but I could tell from the way my assailant had dressed the wound that he didn’t want me to die from an infection. For a while I kept hoping this had to be a dream, and slapped myself repeatedly the way people do on television. But then I just had red cheeks and a no less empty eye socket.

He had, at least, been courteous enough to leave a neatly typewritten note.

No police, it read, or things will get worse for you.

Far be it for me to question an organ-harvesting lunatic. Not exactly knowing what else to do, I researched missing organs online. And when I had dug deeper than the usual well of urban legends and hysteria, I hit upon something real.

“Serial killer” was not quite the correct term, though the person who had attacked me did share with that execrable body of persons the desire to take trophies from his victims. In fact, that was his primary trait.

Everything that the famous true crime websites, Murderpedia, Killer Chronicles, and the like had on the monster roughly synched up with my story. A red package was delivered on the victim’s doorstep. The contents were a particular body part, such as a tooth or appendage. Within twenty-four hours, the victim was knocked out and their own corresponding body part harvested, presumably to be sent to another unwitting victim to continue the mad cycle. It was Hammurabi’s Code taken literally, hence the moniker Eyetooth.

Mostly the police only got involved after the fact, when one of his victims had become so maimed that they could no longer hide their interactions with the maniac. That was the real rub: Eyetooth was not a once-and-done type molester. Once he got someone in his sights, he never let go. Some victims had been corresponding with the maniac for decades. He’d never been caught and never left behind a clue. He simply mutilated us, piece by piece, over a series of years, until we either took our own lives or finally went to the authorities, in which case things got exponentially worse.

Any time a victim voluntarily reported an attack to the police, they were given what Christina Cunningham of Killer Chronicles referred to as “The Full Treatment.” Genitals and every appendage severed, as well as tongue, eyes, nose, ears, and every tooth removed. A fate worse than death, really, and not one I was eager to share.
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A missing eye is not an easy thing to hide. But I had a prosthetic made and went on with my life. I suppose that was how it was for all of Eyetooth’s victims. We all just quivered, waiting, hoping the next part would be something nominal like a toe or a tooth.

About eighteen months after my right eye, I received my next package, followed by my next summary visit. It was such a tiny thing, such an infinitesimal thing. A pinkie finger. By all rights I should have counted myself lucky it wasn’t a nose or, God forbid, my other eye. But something about losing that finger drove me over the edge.

I became like one of those crazy people in movies with pictures and yarn connecting events in a hastily built timeline on a corkboard in my garage. I was obsessed with him and followed his every move. The maddening thing was that it was impossible to track in anything like real time. His victims only ever emerged after years of suffering in silence. The police were constantly trying to piece together a chronology after the fact.

But I did happen upon one glimmer of hope. There was only one case, which had been largely overlooked by the media, where Eyetooth had been stymied. I quickly became fascinated by it. He had selected as one victim (unknowingly, I have to assume) a woman with a congenital birth defect. You see, she’d been born without a right ear. She wore a prosthetic so it wasn’t easy to spot. To this day we Eyetooth watchers have no idea how he selects his victims, but unless he had gotten full access to her medical records, there was no way he could have known. By some quirk of fate, the not-quite-serial-killer tried to claim a trophy from someone who simply didn’t have one to give.

And that had been it. She’d been in his clutches for years, as usual, but after sending her a right ear and realizing she didn’t have one to harvest in return, he never bothered her again. All of the other victims he visited in a sort of a round robin. He ate away at us, bit by bit.

And so, a plan gestated within me. I waited, working at my low-rent job, never really capable of having a relationship, living in a state of low-key terror all the time. It was, I suppose, how Eyetooth likes to keep us, his little chosen ones.

One day in the mail I received a human tooth. And that was probably the worst thing I could have received, for executing my plan, at least. I could hardly become a dental expert in twenty-four hours. But I did own a pair of needle-nose pliers and some rubbing alcohol. So, I sat in my bathroom looking in the mirror with a tooth chart on my phone.

I spent what must have been twenty minutes trying to pick out the right tooth. I gave it a yank, but, my God, the pain! So, I had drink.

I drank and I drank until I had drunk up most of my liquor cabinet. When I was swaying but hopeful, I might still be able to lay pliers on the correct tooth, I yanked. Oh, that was a stubborn fucker, let me tell you. I nearly put my foot through the wall bracing myself.

And finally, when it seemed I could tolerate the pain no more, and my mouth and my powder room sink were both equally full of blood, the tooth finally came loose. I passed out and fortunately didn’t die from alcohol poisoning overnight. But when I woke up in the morning I had two holes in my mouth, not just the one I’d put there.

In my drunkenness or inexpertise I’d pulled the wrong tooth! And that bastard still came to claim his prize. He must have been on high alert after seeing what I’d done, but I admit that the next failure was my own fault. I hadn’t had the stomach to sever my own thumb, all that webbing and soft flesh. I’d barely even broken the skin before I’d felt his telltale needle in my neck.

With the right index finger, though, I’d wholly committed to racing this son of a bitch. I just... hadn’t anticipated how hard it would be to cut off my own finger. I’d dallied over implements and anesthetics and by the time I’d had everything arranged and ready to go, he’d already pricked me and taken it.

Which was how I found myself that day, wildly attempting to saw off my own ring finger with the contents of my butcher’s block. For the last few I’d been racing him, attempting to sever the offending digit or organ before he could get to me. But like a hobgoblin out of a fairy tale, he’d always managed to catch me and stick me with his needle just before the last artery or ligament was severed.

So, it was with that finger. It seemed I was doomed to a life of withering.

The next day I received another package. It contained:

—a left foot,

—a right forearm,

—both ears (though the two I received differed in pigmentation),

—a nose, and

—a testicle, possibly left, but hard to tell (still, to be safe, I’ll have to take them both.)

Clearly, he’s getting aggravated by my attempts to stymie him. Still, it’s not as bad as The Full Treatment, so I’ll have to give it the old college try. It’s going to take some juggling, but maybe with the turkey carver I can do it.

Wish me luck!
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Lucas Milliron

––––––––
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There is something garish about the human body. Its lanky shape walking bipedal is an abomination to animal kingdom. How any creature so naked and inept could rise as the dominant species was beyond James’ comprehension. Smoothies, as they called them in the community.

Sheep, on the other hand—now that’s an animal that knows its place in the universe. They live such a soft, simple existence, free to roam across grassy fields, always warm under their thick wool coats. Sure, they must keep an eye out for a pesky wolves from time to time, but that’s the life as a friendly, fluffy sheep.

James was living a double life; one as the New Arkham public defender, James R. Kapernock, and the other as his fursona, BaaBaa Daisy. If word of this ever got out, he’d be ruined. But it was worth it. Emerging from that wonderful new skin, his murrsuit, was like being born again as the animal he was meant to be.

James thought about last year; about Bob the Fox and his girlfriend, Jane Wolf. One minute, BaaBaa huggles with Sabrina Squirrel, then that dirty Fox shows up and Squirrel’s yiffing with Fox and Wolf. It’s so like canines to be yiffing left and right. Heck, last year he saw the two of them yiffing in a furpile with Candy Rabbit, Bruce Dog, Charles Chipmunk, and Cats Man-Do.

This year would be different. Being a public defender brought privileges, like access to evidence. James got his paws on some chloroform. Not much, but enough to put Fox and Wolf in their place. When the time was right and the furpile was high, BaaBaa would strike.

James drove his Beamer, jamming to “Who Let the Dogs Out?” by the Baha Men, when a child walked into the middle of the road. James cut the wheel, driving onto the sidewalk. Trash cans exploded with rotten food before he slammed the brakes.

James rolled out of the car, heart pounding and dazed by the accident. He looked for the kid. They were gone. A few rats scurried away from the pile of trash he’d driven through. James wiped his head with a handkerchief.

“Hello?” James called.

No one answered.

Maybe he was seeing things. It could have been his nerves, or chloroform fumes.

With his back to the car, James didn’t see or hear the rats piling into his car. He got back in his Beamer, took a breath, and drove to the convention.

James parked in the garage as far away from crowds as possible. He opened his suitcase on the passenger seat. His heart melted at the face staring back at him–BaaBaa Daisy. Her big blue eyes and glossy black nose stared at him with all the innocence of the world.

James stripped naked. When he bent down to slip off one of his socks, his eyes watered at the sharp smell of ammonia. That’s when he
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