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The Offering


They're watching me again.  They- the Beasts.  At least that is what all of us prisoners call them.  They are the ones keeping me captive here.  I don't know why I'm imprisoned; perhaps most frightening of all, there might not even be a reason.  I feel a chill run down my back just thinking about the existence of such unexcused cruelty.


My prison is simple.  Trapped within a prison in the boring shape of a a cube and about thirteen times my size, I see huge chain links run intertwining in every direction I look.  The spaces between these links are wide, though not nearly so wide enough as to fit my body through: a teasing hope of escape.  As I look around, I'm filled with questions to which no one answers.  Why not give me a dark, enclosed prison?  Why not trap me within a hole where I will rot?  All I can reason is that they put me in this open cage because they want to observe me, though I don't know why.  There is another reason, perhaps all the more sinister, that I am granted the ability to see out of my prison:  the sustaining of hope to escape, or at least the illusion of escape.  I see the outside world right in front of me, but I'm unable to get there.  This is yet another torture designed by those who watch me.


I am more intelligent than the Beasts know.  I cannot yet understand my captors, who communicate with each other in their clipped, foreign speech, but I hear them and listen anyway, searching for some hint to the secrets that they keep.  Many times they have stood around my prison and merely looked in at me, watching.  There are occasionally strangers, but the three of them that I see the most are staring at me now.   The one in the middle who stands taller than the others looks at me quizzically with the strange, blurred eyes of a raccoon, outlined with two dark circles.  Within those rings, his eyes seem to grow larger than what they should be in comparison to his  face, which shares a narrowness akin to the bars of my prison.  Sometimes I can even see an slight image of myself shining within those circles.  Yet even his oversized eyes do not seem to help him; he squints down at me as if attempting to look right through me.


I look almost pleadingly at each of the Beasts in turn, but get no response.  Occasionally, I try to forget about them, but even within this cage filled with shadows, it is difficult to ignore the shadows of the Beasts that stand around my cage.  Every so often one of them speaks, while the others use long, thin sticks to scratch marks onto boards.  One of them throws the food they give us, sustenance strangely shaped as orbs, into our prison.  Automatically, I move towards the food to eat.  I gave up attempting to starve myself.  There are some tasks that we can not make ourselves carry out, no matter how much we want to.  Out of routine, I smell the food, searching for a sweet bitter hint of poison, something that might be a clue to their intent for us.  No, no poison- not this time.


Most of my regular cellmates are lazy, apathetic, only moving at moments like this to eat and barely stay alive.  They are like me, at least physically if not similar in mentality.  We are Hopefuls, the prisoners who remain untainted.  Then there are the Exiles.  If I have had one stroke of luck while being held captive in this place, it is that I am not one of the Exiles.  The Exiles were once normal, but have been taken, experimented on, and perverted by the Beasts in ways unimaginable.  The most mild cases of the Exiles have have different color hair; one unluckier even than the others has something growing on his back that horrifyingly resembles a body part from the Beasts' heads.  The Exiles never last long here.  Sometimes I forget that they were once like me.


Even so, I have to somewhat envy the exiles.  For them, there is little hope left.  They are nothing like their former selves, so they have little to lose.  For me, I still have hope of escape, which can be a torture worse than being a prisoner without hope.  That is the trick being played by the Beasts on normal prisoners like myself, I think.  They let us have hope until the very end, so that they may crush it out of us like a plague.  Captors never benefit from holding those like me prisoner.  What is the point of holding someone captive, totally degrading them, and watching as the life slowly seeps out of them?  I guess the reason, if there is one, does not really matter.  Cruelty is self-sustaining, seeming to need no excuses in its practice.


The majority of even my normal cellmates refuse to speak, so I have given them names myself, dubbing them in accordance with any unique qualities I see in them.  The oldest of us I call Whisper, who is always resting in one of the corners of our prison.    From time to time, he will be in a different corner, but I have never seen him walk; he must only move while everyone else is asleep.  Out of all of us prisoners, Whisper is unique, neither a Hopeful nor an Exile.  He has only been taken away from our prison by the Beasts once, but he was not experimented on during his time away.  Still, though his body remains intact, he has been imprisoned so long that his mind has obviously suffered damage.  All day he sits, ranting in faint whispers, talking either to himself or someone only he can see.  His eyes, tiny orbs that look like the strange pellets that the Beasts give us for food, flash with light reflected from the brightness overhead and then glaze over with a dull haze just as quickly.  Those eyes, a black darker than the shadows cast by the Beasts when they stand above us, dart back and forth in step with the volume of his voice as he rants on.  “Light above, dark around.  The walls close in.  Dark shapes above, Dark around.”


The only cellmate who I have not had to name is Baxter.   He also remains the only other captive who I ever truly communicate with.  We were captured together, and as such share a bond I can not describe.  All I can say is that a part of ourselves was taken from us at the same time, and somehow that joins us.  We give each other priceless companionship within this prison, and I believe I can almost feel what he says more than I hear him.


“Whisper is at it again.”


“I know.  Baxter, why do they keep him here like this?  I don't understand why they do it to us either, but why him, when he is like that?”


“They must enjoy it.”  


“But what about the Exiles?  Why go to such trouble?  Is this prison, the treatment, the experimentation all just for some macabre pleasure?”


“Cruelty is their game.”


“It just doesn't make any sense.”


“I think all of this, being prisoners, is about hope.  Once you lose hope of normal life and hope of escape, like most of the Exiles have, then the will to live is gone.  That is when you will finally be free; the Beasts will only stop caring about your suffering when you no longer have the ability to truly suffer.”


Thinking about what Baxter was saying, I realize he must be right.  They had let some of the Exiles who refused to eat, or at least did not care enough about life anymore to eat, die of starvation without even trying to force them to keep themselves healthy.  Without the existence of anything resembling a spirit in their prisoners they could destroy, the captors seemed to lose interest.


“But us,” Baxter continues, looking at me, “We're still whole.  As much as we know that there is almost no chance of escape, I know we both still have a shred of hope inside us that we refuse to let go.  The Beasts want to watch that hope die before they watch us die.”


“But what's the point of it all?  They gain nothing by keeping us captive.  Why not just let us go?”


“Don't ask me to understand the Beasts.  We're not like them, so I can't think like them.  I don't have the answers you want.”


I hear Whisper's raspy voice once again coming from the other side of the prison.  “Cloister.  The Cloister.  Watching above.  Shadows.  Always watching. Watching.”


We continue to ignore Whisper, although that task has suddenly become so much more difficult, and we cease talking to each other.  Both Baxter and I have heard rumors of the Cloister.  We know of no one who has been taken there by the Beasts that has ever spoken of it, save but for one prisoner, Whisper.  In his rantings, he has mentioned the Cloister frequently; the place haunts him as this metal prison haunts me.  Sometimes prisoners are taken away to the Cloister and return soon after.  Often, we never see those who are taken away again.  I fear the Cloister almost more than the Beasts themselves.  At least I see the Beasts and know of them; when it comes to knowledge of the Cloister, I am ignorant.


Both Baxter and I are silent as we look back and forth at each other.  We do not discuss the Cloister.  We have only talked of it once, of our fear of not knowing when we will be sent there.  Mostly, I fear that Baxter and I will be separated.  What will I do without him?

*******


“The Cloister!”


The volume of Whisper's rantings startles me awake like the sounds that come from the glaring flashes of light sometimes at night.  At first, I think he has continued his rantings all through the night.  But I look and see that he has moved to a different corner.  No, something else has happened.  Gazing upwards, I do not see the Beasts; they must be occupied elsewhere.  I look around our prison to see what has changed.  The change is painfully obvious, panic clutching at my chest as if determined to hang on- Baxter.  Baxter is gone.


I run around frantically, pushing my way through the few other occupants.  Looking out of the cage on all sides, I see no sign of him.


“Endless paths.  Endless darkness.”


I turn around to look at Whisper and accept what I already know.  I know where Baxter has gone, the only place where I wished for so long he would not go.  The Cloister.


I look to Whisper, the only one with answers, for solace.  “What is it, what is the Cloister?”


He still does not look at me.  “Secluded.  Winding paths to the end.  Long, eternal.  But even eternity does not last.”


“What's happening to Baxter?” 


“We reach the end.  Make the decision. ” he gasps, gazing somewhere beyond what I could see.


I have no idea what he is talking about.  “What decision?”  


“Live...die.” 


“Whisper, look at me!” I plead, desperate.


Whisper's eyes, henceforth glazed over, become clear and he looks straight into my eyes with those tortured tiny orbs.  I can see the reflection of myself within his eyes as he whispers,  “Don't eat it.  Don't give in, not to them.”  Just as suddenly as they became clear, his eyes glaze over once again.  Whisper sat in silence, his glazed eyes looking at something I could not see.  I also sit in silence, wondering what Whisper is talking about and what decision he made that led him to what he is now.

*******


I wake up from an already restless sleep to feel a pinch around my stomach.  One of the Beasts has me in their huge grasp;  I twist around to face him and he squints at me.  I try to wriggle free, but it is no use; my struggle only lasts a moment before I hang limp.  I am carried for a moment through the air, which coldly rushes by me as I fly almost weightless, so close to the stale taste of freedom if it were not for the hand that holds me. 


All I see before I am placed down is a giant box.  The box would be like my cage except for two things: the walls are solid so I can not see through them, and there is no obstruction above my head.  I feel warmth spread through my body, comforted by the fact that I am within walls that the Beasts can not look at me through.  I look up, however, and see the Beasts stare down at me now, as if they were gods and I just a puppet to be moved with their will.  Panicking and wanting nothing more than to be released from their gaze,  I start running through the Cloister, searching for anything I can find.  Anything else would be better than where I am now, under the gaze of my captors.  I turn around bend after bend, seeking openings in the wall and letting my senses guide me, giving me the direction that I am missing.  I freeze at one turn at what I see on the wall.  There are four scratches etched into the wall that look as if they were hastily made.  The scratches form faint, ragged letters, and I know that Baxter had been here.  The scratches spell out the word hope. 


The scratch at the end of the letter e does not end, but runs further down the passage along the wall.  I follow that scratch extending along the wall from the letter and I arrive at the point where it fades to nothing at a dead end.  There is a stench in the air, a faint pungent smell.  I know the scent well.  It is the same smell that emanated from the corpses of the Exiles who starved in the prison.  The stench of death.


I back away from the dead end where Baxter died and start to run as fast as I can.  I run around a corner too fast and slam into a wall.  My vision blurry, I keep going, unable to stop, not wanting to stop.  I lose track of where I've been; all my mind is focused on is where I am going, and I have no idea where that is.  I finally come to an intersection and trip over something.  Turning around, I look back at the object I tripped over.  Lying in the intersection, shining with the same pale yellow as the teeth of one of my captors, rests the piece of food that the Beasts have set out for me, my reward for navigating my way to the center of the Cloister.  A piece of cheese.  I look up to see the Beasts still glaring down at me, their eyes sparkling with whatever emotion guides their cruelty.  In the distance, I can hear the faint gibberish of Whisper growing louder and louder.  I hesitate only a moment as my whiskers twitch with the scent of the tainted food, the sweet bitterness I had been searching for, before I lunge forward to choke down their offering.

