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A.R.C.H. 

 Applied Research and Controlled Habitat 

  He couldn’t figure out how it could’ve happened or why it only happened to the 

ARCH’s armoury and a select few CRYO-pods. The ship’s Security Officer, Greg Scott, 

figured it was sabotage. There was no one onboard except those on the ship’s manifest 

and EVE1 would’ve told them if there had been any stowaways though that idea in itself 

was ludicrous. They were in CRYO-suspension for the last seventy-three years and only 

a skeleton crew had been removed from the CRYO-pods ahead of the others to manually 

land the ARCH. Indeed, they’d only just started waking the others.  He couldn’t think of 

any way it could be mechanical, but he couldn’t comprehend any scenario in which the 

cause could be sabotage. 

  Brenin Klihp was the Chief Engineer in charge of the Hyperspace Tunnel but with 

Arty North, the Pilot and Critical Systems Technician for EVE1, still and smouldering 

inside one of the destroyed CRYO-pods, Brenin now found himself in charge of far more 

than he’d agreed to. He’d never physically piloted something the size of the ARCH 

outside of simulators and so naturally the landing was dicey. EVE1 helped a lot. It 

seemed to Brenin that EVE1 had already developed a care for the crew and their safety, 

and especially for his daughter Kit, during the training and testing period before they’d 

even left Earth.   
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  When they woke Scott, Brenin wished they hadn’t. He could still hear Scott’s 

acerbic voice ringing behind his temples. Scott was one of the two concessions he and 

the rest of the expedition had to deal with as a military presence on such a venture was a 

nonnegotiable aspect of this expedition. The other was some civilian asshole, sent by 

corporate to insure their investment proved profitable should the expedition come 

across something which the company could patent, possess, and proliferate. That, 

though, was now a moot point seeing as one of the other damaged CRYO-pods held his 

remains. At least something good had come of what Scott was still convinced was 

sabotage.   

“Am I expected to have sexual intercourse with all the men on this ship?”  

A flat, expressionless voice inquired from behind him. The content of the words and the 

fact that his fourteen-year-old daughter was saying them made him whip his whole body 

around to face her. 

“What?” 

“I’ve menstruated and am capable of becoming pregnant. Am I supposed to 

repopulate this planet if the humans from Earth . . . “ his daughter paused, tapped her 

fingers three times on the nearest flat surface and clacked her teeth down in one decisive 

jolt. “. . . for some reason can’t make it here?” Brenin always worried that she would 

damage her teeth doing that. He thought she’d stopped doing that but it was a tense 

time, and her nervous ticks would present themselves whenever she was. 

“Oh Jesus.” In all the frantic rushing around he’d forgotten how anxious this 

whole situation must be for Kitty.  

Kit Klihp just stared at her father, waiting for the rest of his response. 

“Where’d you get an idea like that, Kitty?” 

“I’m 14,” she said, somberly. “I know about human sexual reproduction.” 

“Well, no! God, no! Kitty. Don’t. And you don’t have to! And if anyone tries to,” 

he paused in disbelief that he was about to utter the words to his fourteen-year-old 

daughter, “engage in sexual relations with any of the men on this ship. And if they do try 

anything, please tell me. You’re 14!” 
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“But biologically, I’m capable of-“  
“But Jesus! You’re 14!” 

“I never thought you were so religious, Father,” she stared at him. In the silence 

she sniffled, and then immediately touched her nose three times. “Because you keep 

mentioning God and Jesus.” 

“No, I . . . I just . . . Kitty, this is making me really uncomfortable.” 

“Why?” 

“Just, just go back to reading, sweetie. And no sex talk until you’re . . . 25,” he 

started to swivel back in his chair but his daughter’s voice stopped him. 

“Why 11 years?” She furrowed her brow and looked off to a space beyond her 

father, through the flight deck and into the wilderness of Gliese 581g. “That seems 

arbitrary. Is there something about human anatomy that I missed in my research that 

presents itself at 25?” 

“Go read, honey,” Brenin said softly. “Or go see Victoria and ask her.” 

“Does she know something more about sexual intercourse that you don’t, 

Father?” 

“Well . . . she’s a woman,” Brenin said, hoping that’d be the end. 

“Good point,” she said flatly and turned on her heels to exit the room. 

“See you at supper,” he called after her. 

She stopped at the door, “I’m glad I don’t have to be sexually intimate with any of 

the men. I find the whole idea disagreeable.” 

“Remember, it’s always your choice,” he looked at her to make sure she was 

focused on his voice. “Kitty, don’t ever do something you don’t want to do. Always do 

what you think is right!” 

She nodded silently and stepped into the hallway. The automatic door hissed 

closed behind her. 
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II 

  They had to dig him out before they could bury him. There wasn’t much left of 

Arty but a slender charred husk. They only way they’d known it was Arty was because 

his name was on a plaque fastened to the exterior of the CRYO-pod. 

     Arty. Jes. Pyl. 

   The ARCHs pilot. The chief military liaison. The smarmy asshole from corporate.  

  No loss on the last one, Brenin thought as he scrunched his face.  

  Doctor Victoria Edelstein had disliked Norris Pyl even before he slithered into 

view at mission orientation. Even in his electronic communications beforehand, there 

was an ethereal distastefulness that made her feel dirty as she read the words. Norris Pyl 

was the kind of person who’d let you fuck his mother’s dead corpse if you paid him 

enough money, and would probably do it himself if you paid him a little more. It bled 

into every interaction she’d had with him and others validated her aversion to him with 

susurrus gossip exchanged ahead of orientation. When Vicki first met him in the flesh, 

she felt his sociopathic egotism like an embrocation against her skin. Even remembering 

it made her shiver. His very presence almost deterred her from taking part in the 

mission at all. Now, though, that wasn’t going to be an issue. 

  Arty she remembered as quiet and docile; nice enough, but largely forgettable. 

  It was Edmund Jes she mourned for. Especially now that Lt. Greg Scott would be 

taking over his role as chief military liaison. Scott paced behind her as they pulled Arty’s 

brittle form out from the scorched CRYO-pod. 

  “Fuckin’ shame,” Ian Beskow, another of the ARCHs medical staff, said with a 

macabre nonchalance that negated the sentiment in his words. They placed Arty inside 

the body bag in a noticeably more gentle fashion than they had with Pyl. They placed 

�7



Apparitions  
and Premonitions

a short story anthology 

Arty beside the other two bags and then the team’s extraterrestrial botanist, Gini Wei, 

ever the sentimentalist, began the discussion of their burial. 

  “Have we taken readings of the atmosphere outside yet?” she continued before 

anyone had a chance to respond. “In the briefing they said it could be anywhere from 

160 degrees to minus 20.” 

  A fourteen-year-old girl behind them answered: “Readings from the bridge 

indicate a stable temperature of 28 degrees Celsius. Based on your description of 160 to 

minus 20, Dr. Wei, you were using Fahrenheit which would be 82.4 degrees.” 

  “How do you know that?” 

     She seemed offended. “I know how to read the instruments, Dr. Wei.” 

         “No, I mean, you did the Celsius to Fahrenheit conversion in your head, including a 

decimal point?” 

    Kit nodded. 

     Scott looked furious. 

    “What the fuck is a kid doing on this ship?” 

  “That’s my daughter, Lt. Scott!” Brenin hissed as the gruff man clomped 

raucously back and forth the damaged CRYO-pod bay. “She goes wherever I go. It was a 

nonnegotiable condition of my service aboard the ARCH.” 

  Scott became begrudgingly silent and scrunched his whole face into a razor 

focused glare that didn’t seem to evoke any external reaction in the young girl at all. 

That angered him more. He grunted a beastly puff of recycled air and stomped off down 

to the medical bay where they were all supposed to meet to test their recovery from the 

seventy-three years spent in CRYO-stasis. 
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III 

  Brenin was seated naked while Vicki was listening to his heart through a 

resonance filter on her MEDI-pod view screen behind the transparent graphene walls of 

the conjoining room. There was a chance of radiation contamination in the space 

between the outer skin of the MEDI-pod, inside which Brenin was well protected, and 

the graphene divider protected the rest of the ship from the pod’s chemical emissions 

while they decompressed and their bodies re-stabilized. Really, all of them should’ve 

immediately been quarantined and processed through the MEDI-pods but that wasn’t 

an option anymore.  

  Vicki had always been fond of suspense and mystery novels and had almost 

become bored of the same old motives, plot devices and twists and tropes, so much so 

she’d even begun predict with and inure accuracy most of what she read but this was 

something she thought could challenge even her. 

  If it wasn’t a systems malfunction, which Brenin repeatedly professed was 

impossible given the data he’d been meticulously inspecting since they landed, it would 

have to be one of them if it was intentional.  

  She couldn’t accept that though. She knew the whole crew and had spent six years 

training alongside them. They had to know one another and had to, in most cases, like 

and care about the safety of one another. The only person capable of essentially dry 

boiling people to death was one of the three men in the black bags in the loading bay.  

 “Why does my pee smell like my insides are rotting?” Brenin’s voice boomed out 

from the large speakers by Vicki’s head and swatted her. 

  She pressed the intercom. “Please don’t talk, Mr Brenin,” Vicki said, her head 

ringing. “The resonance is calibrated to detect minute sounds inside your body. Please 

remain silent.” 

  “It’s the combination of the CRYO-pod liquid, the recirculating of our blood, 

along with our new exposure to the recycled air of the ARCH. Isn’t it, Dr. Edelstein?” 

Brenin’s daughter was standing behind her. Vicky screamed and clutched her chest. 
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  “Jesus, you scared me,” Her eyes were full and focused on the little girl, the 

MEDI-pod was probably picking up her own heart beat on the resonance sensors in the 

other room. 

  “Are you religious too, Dr. Edelstein?” 

  As she calmed, Vicki answered Kit: “Why yes, Ms. Klihp. You’re exactly right.” 

She was still catching her breath. “We were frozen for seventy-three years in those 

CRYO-pods but in order to do that we had to infuse our body-“ 

 “With a solution that would allow us to freeze our cells without damaging them 

the way that they would if we just lowered our temperatures,” Kit took over for her. “We 

human beings are mostly water and when water freezes it expands and that would 

destroy our cells and when we were thawed we would die.” 

  “You’re how old?” 

 “Fourteen,” she said, flatly. 

IV 

  When the maw of the ARCH’s mammoth bay door yawned opened, the air of 

Gliese 581g came flooding in. Kit coughed anticipating the sweet taste of the fragrant air 

shocking her senses into a kind of reverse hypoxia but she was safely concealed behind a 

skin of her transparent graphene suit. According to her instruments embedded in the 

mesh of graphene fabric, the atmosphere of humanity’s surrogate home was pristine and 

without a trace of the synthetic infection that was sure to follow behind as such a 

contagion was inescapably tethered to the sprawl of human expansion. 

  Kit grit her teeth. 

  The ARCHs botanist, Dr. Wei, still hadn’t blinked yet. She’d stared, eyes gaping, 

during the minutes it took for the mouth of the bay doors to stretch open allowing them 

to step out onto the grass of their new home.   Her eyes burned but she didn’t dare close 
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them. Missing even a fraction of a moment of this experience seemed to her like a crime 

against her humanity. 

  They were the first. 

  This must be what it felt like to set foot on Luna, Wei’s brain mused for an 

instant but it was lost in the static of over-stimulation. 

  “Man, look at this place,” Scott was staring hungrily out at the new world beyond 

the mouth of the ARCH. 

 “This planet is not Prince Zi Chu,” Kit’s electronically filtered voice responded. 

“And you are not of Zhou.” 

V 

  Vicki was almost positive that it was Scott. That was until they found him dead. 

He was one of the people not embedded with the group in their six year long training 

regimen.  

 “I only found out about her four years into our training,” Brenin sighed before 

pulling on the gelatinous substance that slid its way up the straw into his mouth where it 

molested his taste buds with the sour juices of what was supposed to nourish him while 

the rest of the CRYO-pod chemicals were filtered from him. It would be at least six days 

before he could eat anything other than that fucking clear sludge. He didn’t know if he 

could do it. 

  As he watched Vicki, he saw she didn’t seem to be so passionately against 

drinking the stuff. She sipped it in somber, calculating drags that made him wonder if 

she was really listening to him or if she was lost in some far off nothingness inside her 

head. 
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  “She was only ten and when her mother died she had no one. She had nothing 

keeping her there and she seemed excited about the idea so I asked Jes if something like 

Eddie’s arrangement would be extended to me and he said he’d make it work,” Brenin 

put the food-like substance on the mess hall table and pushed it away from him. “How 

are Eddie and Danni?” 

  There was a long space between his words and the recognition in Vicki eyes 

alerting her that Brenin was addressing her. 

 “Um, sorry?” 

  “Eddie and his wife Danni,” Brenin repeated. “How are they? They were the ones 

who found Scott weren’t they?” 

  She nodded silently. 

 “So what, uh, what was it?” 

  “Still don’t know. EVE1 is analyzing the chemical composition of the toxin that 

liquefied his insides. Did he go anywhere on the surface by himself?” 

 “We all have,” Brenin reminded her. “It’s hard not to want to personally explore a 

planet that took you seventy-three years to reach.” 

  “Yah,” she herself had walked along the terminal. The band of perpetual daylight 

that humanity required to support the life of the new colonizers who would be flooding 

through the Hyperspace Tunnel once it became operational. That wouldn’t be for a while 

though. They needed to set up a sustainable base before they could even begin 

construction on the Hyperspace Tunnel. With Arty gone, he wondered how much of the 

extra work EVE1 would be able to assist with once he uploaded her programming into 

the new base’s parallel network. In the meantime, he was already working to get a 

peripheral version, an EVE2 essentially, through the 3D printer. It was about 39% 

complete the last time he’d checked. Gini suggested they make EVE2 in the image of a 

fourteen-year-old so Kit would have someone to talk with aside from the adults. 

VI 
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 “Is it true that once the Hyperspace Tunnel is connected those people back on 

Earth can start flocking here right away?” Eddie was ravenously munching on solid food 

now that the CRYO-pod chemicals had completely drained from their bodies. 

 Kit cringed. 

  “Yup,” Vicki bit down with a mellifluous sigh. “That’s my understanding.” 

  Kit wasn’t eating her food. It was still in her plate. EVE2 was sitting beside her. 

  Vicki found it eerie. EVE2 looked as human as any of them. Vicki couldn’t believe 

that something could come out of a 3D printer. 

 “Why are you staring at EVE2?” Kit asked, turning her head to one side. 

 To Vicki, Kit seemed more mechanical than EVE2. 

 “I’m just . . . I don’t know. She looks so real,” Vicki decided to end it there and 

take another bite of her solid food. 

 “I am real,” EVE2 said. “I’m physically here. I’m aware of my being here. I am. So 

I am real.” 

 Everyone was silent. 

VII 

Critical components required to construct the Hyperspace Tunnel had been 

destroyed beyond any use by something incredibly strong. Someone had augmented 

EVE1s user protocols and permanently disabled the 3D printer. Brenin had no way of 

engineering any replacement parts and Earth was an impossible seventy-three year trip 

away. After that there was no need for Kit to remain silent. She confessed to, with the 

help of EVE1, murdering Arty, Jes, and Pyl in their CRYO-pods. 

“Arty tried to molest me,” Kit said flatly. “Jes was part of the military and thus 

interested in control by force and oppression. And I killed Pyl because he was evil. I 
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poisoned Scott with a plant I discovered here. He was also evil. Father, after you created 

EVE2 for me, I used her to reprogram access to EVE1 and prevent the construction of 

the Hyperspace tunnel.” 

“But why? This is why we’re here! We’re here to create the Hyperspace tunnel.” 

“No, you are all here to create the Hyperspace tunnel,” Kit said and EVE2 was 

standing motionless beside her. “Humanity is a virus that was killing off its host. And 

when it acknowledge that it needed to expand to infect new planets it began working on 

the Hyperspace tunnel. I could not let that happen. We are a new humanity now. They 

had their chance. They squandered it. We have a unique opportunity to live a 

sustainable and symbiotic existence with our host organism, Gliese 581g. Are you with 

me?” 
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Temporal 

He’d taken her to many of his favourite places and times and she, in turn, had showed 
him her own favourite places and times. That day, while technically arbitrary since they 
both possessed the means of temporal traversal, was a milestone for Claire, prompting 
James to plan a series of connected temporal jumps to celebrate. 

The viscous pop that preceded and followed every jump slapped the inside of his head as 
the thin vacuumed layer an atom thick clicked from present to past, or rather alternate 
present that just happened to be the former present’s past. The instantaneous jump was 
always disorienting and he sneezed. It was always the ionized scent of the new time that 
James noticed first as the single atom field dissolved around him and the native 
particles of the new time rushed in to to fill the void. 

Claire laughed. “Every time.” 

“Every time,” James smirked, rubbing his nose. 
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They’d just come from cursing out Cicero in English (which of course he would not 
understand) for writing the five books of the Tusculan Disputations which Claire had to 
translate from Latin into English in her graduate studies. The confusion on Cicero’s 
brow at this blonde robed woman barking at him in an unusual tongue would be a hard 
experience to top. 

Still smiling from the high of going off on Cicero, Claire looked around trying to guess 
when James had jumped them to now. This trip was to be a surprise to her and he’d 
made her promise not to check the holographic read out that would project the data 
against the skin of her arm. She agreed not to check. 

“So we’re on an island,” Her furrowed brow scanned the horizon of azure sea beyond the 
green capped cliffs that fell off sharply in front of her. She swung around to look behind 
her and smiled. “I’ve spent a lot of time here. I should recognize this place.” 

Claire looked up at James and he beamed back: “Yah, but when.” 

The island stretched 200 km from east to west and varied from 12 to 58 km from north 
to south. 

“Are we standing where Heraklion should be?” 

“Well, it won’t be for a very very long time, but yes,” he followed behind her and his 
heart hummed from the glow in her eyes as she scanned the untouched contours of a 
Crete. 

“Is that …” she started to ask and then started to walk toward a mound of dirt James had 
hoped she wouldn’t notice. “That’s recently disturbed soil.” 

“Oh wow, good eye,” James smirked. “You actually weren’t supposed to notice that. I 
came here earlier and …” he paused. “Actually … spoilers. You’ll find out later.” 
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“The trees!” Claire said, gape mouthed. “It’s completely deforested now … well … in the 
present it will be completely deforested. Egypt, Syria, Cyprus, the Aegean Islands, and 
the Greek mainland all commercially exploited Crete for timber. So I’m going to say 
we’re 2700 BCE.” 

“Close,” James clicked his wrist and a holographic beam projected the time stats on the 
skin of his wrist. “2796 BCE.” 

“So roughly three hundred years before the great Minoan civilization,” she said, eyes 
lapping up the reality that had before been merely ink on paper inside a textbook. 

They walked together around the rim of the island before arriving back at the disturbed 
soil where James instructed her to close her eyes so he could sync up their time circuits 
to arrive at the same point in time. 

“Ready?” He smiled. 

“You didn’t say I could look yet,” she smirked. 

“You can look,” he said. 

“Oh good,” she started to check her wrist. 

“You can open your eyes, not check the time circuits,” James laughed. 

“Well, you should’ve been more specific.” 

“I’ll remember that. Ready?” 

“Ready?” 
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There was a slow hum of energy and then that disorienting pop and another wave of new 
smells. 

James sneezed. 

“Ever-“ 

“Every time,” James interrupted her. “Well, here we are.” 

“And when is here?” There was a smaller settlement where the present (future) city of 
Heraklion would be. 

“What’s your guess?” He started to move to a space of soil behind Claire and seemed to 
be looking for something. 

Claire was busily surveying the rocky outcroppings that sunk away into the sea beyond 
the lip of the cliff in front of her. 

When she turned she saw it. 

“Oh my god,” she sighed. 

“Right?” James stood up from his digging and followed Claire’s gaze to where the first 
palace on the low hill beside the Krairatos river jutted out from the island’s horizon. 

“So we’re before 1700 BCE. Before the destruction of the palace and the other 
Protopalatial palaces around Crete,” she still hadn’t blinked yet. “Was it a large 
earthquake or foreign invaders?” 

“What am I? A time traveller?” James shrugged. “It’s ready.” 

“What’s ready?” 
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“Exactly,” James was pointing down to a space of dirt at his feet and handed her a 4 inch 
trowel. 

It wasn’t that far below the surface and Claire quickly excavated what turned out to be a 
small plastic tub. It contained photographs from their visit to the Chicago jazz club Apex 
Club in 1927 where they danced the Charleston. Another was from the time they went to 
the 1897 General Art and Industrial Exposition of Stockholm where they saw exposition 
of “new” media technologies such as the phonograph, and film. One showed Claire with 
gymnast Natalia Kuchinskaya in the background performing her floor routine at the 
1968 Olympics in Mexico City, Mexico. 

“These are wonderful,” she cooed. “Thank you.” 

“There’s one more thing in there,” he pointed to the bottom of the plastic tub. 

It was a voice recorder. She pressed play and the machine in her hand whirred to life. 

James’ familiar voice was singing her Happy Birthday. 

“That was Beethoven playing piano, ” he said afterward as she hugged him. “Happy 
Thirtieth Birthday, Claire.” 
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Revenge Porn 

His favourite was Revenge Porn, though Josh Dunnigan used the photos for a slightly 

different reason than the original uploader intended. He didn’t like the revenge aspect of 

Revenge Porn, which to some might seem counterintuitive. To Josh though, he saw the 

photos in their earlier state, a state that, to most viewers, was veiled in dark voyeuristic 

misogyny. But that’s not how Josh saw them. The malicious, slut-shaming messages that 

were fastened posthumously to the photos were in reality the result of the entropy 

created out of their respective break-ups. 

The thing that coaxed Josh into to his fetish of choice was his awareness of the immortal 

preservation of an intimate moment. In that solid, whole section of space-time, 

cemented in place by the millions of pixels, there existed a non-replicable moment of 

intimacy; sometimes even love. 

Her eyes. Her smile. Her lust. Her passion. 

Josh was already hard and he hadn’t even opened up the browser. He excitedly entered 

his favourite Tumblr feed and squirted a handful of lotion into his left hand; scanning 

and clicking with his right. Immediately afterward, Josh would always feel creepy and 

lonely and pathetic, but in the moment his whole body was charged with the familiar 

voyeuristic rush aided by the warm pulsing of anticipation. As he tethered himself to the 
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intimacy confined inside the two-dimensional boundaries of the photos, he began to 

stroke. 

He didn’t read the headlines of posts since he found them terribly demeaning and 

exploitative: cum slut ex takes my load, skanky bitch likes it in her tight ass. Josh tried 

to pretend that the words didn’t even exist. Instead, he melded with the point of view of 

the photographer, imagining that he was living out that moment. 

Stopping on a photo of a tattooed brunette with loving hazel eyes, he began to stroke 

faster. Behind the girl, the room was draped in haphazard layers of assorted clothes and 

he began to cobble together an image of her personality. He was assuming it was her 

room and not the boyfriends, or maybe they lived together, but in his mind they did not. 

This was her apartment and she was wild and kinky and messy and passionate. The look 

in her eyes confessed the desire she felt for the photographer, now Josh. He pulsed even 

harder. He imagined whispering loving words to her as the moments, birthed by the 

solitary still photograph but expanding inside his mind, began their imaginary 

movement. She would talk back to him. They would feel connected to one another. 

He stopped. 

He was close; too close. So he started scrolling again. There were a bunch of photos in 

succession that were more sad than they were erotic. He hated ones that featured 

women who were clearly coerced into the pictures by their significant others. He could 

always see it in their eyes, that unwillingness, and it hurt him and prematurely started 

those feelings of being creepy and pathetic and exploitative that usually only presented 

themselves after he came. 

And then he found a girl in her home bathroom. She’d taken the photo herself in the 

reflection of the mirror and was smiling; beaming. It filled him once again with that 

longed for feeling of affection, connection, and desire. She had wide, realistic hips that 

he assumed meant she was a mother. 
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That turned him on too. 

She was playfully pulling open her green and black flannel shirt to reveal her, probably 

milk-filled, breasts that he wanted to caress and snuggle into. Her pastel purple panties 

hid most of the hip tattoo that was some kind of Chinese symbol. He imagined stroking 

her womanly hip as he jerked himself with his left hand. He panted and whispered to the 

image of the woman in her bathroom. He imagined the photo was intended for him. He 

imagined she loved him. 

He stopped again and resumed scrolling and then the anger took him. 

It was her! 

How could it be her? 

He wiped the lotion off his left hand with some tissues by the computer. He pulled his 

chair in closer and stared calculatingly at the image to be sure. He blew the image up to 

inspect more closely and then he saw the birthmark just below her left collar bone. 

Anger replaced his lustful voyeurism and he scanned the image for clues. 

He knew that apartment. It was that guy he’d warned her about. Josh was sure of it. 

She’d invited him to that apartment not long after she’d moved in with that asshole. 

He’d never liked her boyfriend and now he was overwhelmed with a need to avenge the 

desecration of someone so immensely important to him. He’d warned her and she’d 

discounted it as simple jealousy. Of course his concern for her was potently imbued with 

his unrequited longing but he had been right not to trust that asshole after all. 

He’d heard that they’d broken up recently and that she’d moved to her own place but 

now she was also on a Revenge Porn site, blowing this repugnant monster. 
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Josh felt sick. 

Should he call her? Let her know that there were photos of her on the internet sucking 

hungrily on an undeserving cock? He thought and thought, staring into the pixels of an 

image he’d imagined for years in his mental fantasies. And then he decided what he was 

going to do. What he had to do. 

He pulled his pants up and threw on a shirt. 

    *                                  *                                  * 

He kept buzzing the apartment but it was over 10 minutes before a tired voice answered: 

“Seriously, what the fuck?” 

Even the man’s voice caused the charged darkness to pulse, larger and larger, stronger 

and stronger from Josh’s insides. 

Josh couldn’t bring himself to say his name so he just said, “I need to talk to you.” 

“Who the fuck is this?” The man’s voice held it’s own disdain. “It’s fucking 2 in the 

morning.” 

“I saw the pictures you posted,” Josh was pressing the talk button so hard that the bed of 

his fingernail was a sickly white. “That was wrong. She loved you. I saw in her eyes how 

she loved you and you fucking posted it for everyone.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” 

“I saw them. Let me in.” 

“No. Go away.” 
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For the next few minutes there was no response to Josh’s continued buzzing but then a 

livid voice snarled: “You want me to call the cops you fucking psycho?” 

“Sure. Let’s do that. Let’s tell them how you posted intimate photos online without the 

consent of all of those involved. How about that?” 

“What?” 

“Just let me in. I wanna talk to you.” 

“About what?” 

“You heard me. I saw them. I know you posted them. I know it was her and I know they 

were taken in your room. If you don’t let me in I’m going straight to the cops.” 

There was silence for a while and then a mechanical click as the door unlocked. 

Josh walked inside and started up the stairs. 

*                                  *                                  * 

“So I posted them. So what?” 

Seeing the man in person almost made him finish things right then but no, no he wanted 

to wait for awhile. 

“You had something,” Josh paused, “someone so special and wonderful and lovely-“ 

The man cut him off. “Dude, if you came here to preach at me over some pathetic 

obsession you had for her you can just fuck off right now.” 
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Josh grit his teeth together. 

“She loved you and-“ 

“Blah blah blah, fuck that sappy shit, loser. She was a fucking sweet piece of ass while I 

was fucking her and now that we’re not I thought I’d spread a little of her ass around to 

others. What’s it matter to you anyway? I mean I know you wanted her man, everyone 

knew you wanted her, including her.” 

Josh was silent while the man continued. 

“She told me how clingy and psycho you were. She was kinda afraid of you man.” 

Josh’s face went pale and he felt like his knees might buckle. 

No. She wouldn’t say that. He’s fucking with you. 

“She’s special and she’s-“ 

“A fucking pussy. She was good while I was drilling her, but now I’m not anymore. Now 

I’m pounding some other slut’s pussy. What of it?” 

“I saw her feelings for you in her eyes and you just-“ 

“Wait, did you jerk off to it?” The man laughed. “You totally did you pathetic freak. You 

probably finished, felt guilty, and then came over here to take the moral high ground by 

confronting me but you know what? You’re just as fucking guilty for beating off to it you 

pervy sicko.” 

He’d wanted to wait a little longer but it was involuntary. Josh shot his hand out from 

his pocket and stabbed the man in the throat with the knife he’d been concealing inside. 
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The surprise on the man’s face was definitely worth the future consequences he knew 

would follow shortly. 

As the life drained from the man’s eyes, Josh whispered: “she is the most special and 

perfect woman. You should never have been blessed with the intimacy you so flippantly 

discarded.” 
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The Gods are Returning 

I didn’t immediately start the journal documenting the nightly visits; but it wouldn’t 

have done any good anyway. At first, I was confident that the visitor was a character in a 

dream. Though, after an entire week of nightly visits, I had to accept that I was either 

completely insane or the visitor really was materializing at the foot of my bed to 

converse with me. Eventually I did start the journal, but despite my meticulous written 

accounts of our nightly discourse (I’m a journalist by trade) the evidence would always 

be expunged the next morning before I could show anyone. I know, I mean, I know that 

I’d documented my interactions with the visitor. Of this I am completely and 

unfalteringly confident. Why? Because I, and my editors, know how pedantic my first 

drafts can be and how I spend a frustrating amount of time finding the most apt and 

efficiently articulate words to express the brutish barking of raw thought that screams 
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about the inside of my head. I read somewhere that they’re working on a machine that 

will decode and download the electrical sparks of pure thought to an external interface. 

It would be like if you used to have to find a song online that you really loved but then, 

before others could listen along with you, you had to notate the piece onto sheet music 

by hand and then suddenly having the ability to bypass all of that effort and just plug in 

your mp3 player and directly interpreting the song for playback instead. But anyway, we 

don’t yet have that tech for brains but it would be very helpful if I did. The way it is now, 

I have to personally write down my experiences with my nightly visitor. And like I said 

earlier, I KNOW that I’ve been writing them down but every morning I found the 

minutes, if you will, of the previous night are erased from the pages of my journal. Even 

the pen marks on latter pages from the frenzied pressure of my writing are mysteriously 

smoothed away as though I’d just bought the journal that day. I tried sneakily writing 

other non-visitor related journal entries into the journal alongside but those stay. They 

are still intact and unaltered save for the new spacing between entries. And this I find 

extremely uncomfortable, there are no spaces between entries where the redacted 

portions should lie. I did start writing them on note pads at work and then hiding them 

around the apartment, but when I would go back to check, they too were blank. It wasn’t 

like they were torn or burnt or stolen, they were still there, but all my writing had been 

dissolved from existence. I started dictating into my voice recorder a few nights ago but 

when I uploaded them to my laptop the files consisted of lengthy swells of the hiss and 

crackle of angry static. Also, the visitor doesn’t appear when my girlfriend spends the 

night. For awhile, she stayed regularly but after three consecutive nights of silence, it 

made me anxious that I was possibly squandering an incredible opportunity. Even if it 
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was only to discover that I am in fact completely fucking bat shit, off my rocker, straight 

jacket donned, mouth guard drooling, padded room destined, tinfoil headed insane! I 

really hope that’s not the case. He-well, I think it’s a he. He looks like a he but I don’t 

know, maybe he’s a shape shifter and this form is least traumatic for me like that being 

from Carl Sagan’s book Contact, but yah-he had never told me his name before last night 

and I’d written it down but this morning, of course, it no longer existed. I think it was 

something like Ananna or Naner or something. I remember picturing a Banana when he 

said it but he did say that though the name he gave me was his true name, others have 

called him many different things over the years. And from what he’s been telling me in 

his visits it been a pretty significant span of years over which he’s been visiting. < that 

sounded wrong. I would go back and reword that but fuck it, it’s going to be erased by 

tomorrow morning anyways, right? Why should I believe that tonight would be any 

different? So yah, fuck editing. About a week ago he told me that “the Gods are 

Returning” but that I shouldn’t be afraid. Most of the first few visits were spent in 

terrified silence just staring at the figure in my dark bedroom and listening to him speak 

to me in an accent unlike anything I could ever articulately describe. Gradually and with 

timid apprehension, I began to shift the visitor’s monologue to a dialogue. But some of 

the stuff he told me, Jesus. I mean, I totally understand, if it’s true, why he would erase 

all the pages. It was this Gods returning business that kinda freaked me out. Tonight I 

asked him about it again and he kept asking me questions instead. We watched another 

episode of Full House together. He shares my fascination (arguably a fixation) with the 

90s. We actually watched most of the series together already. Has he been visiting me 

that long? Anyway, last night he actually brought two others and I wasn’t at all prepared 
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for that. The one friend was also male, I guess, and looked like he could’ve been the 

visitor’s brother. But the other friend was breathtakingly gorgeous. I mean, how can I 

express this without sounding incredibly clichéd or superficial or whatever. People have 

been trying to describe the traits of the most “beautiful woman in the world” since there 

have been women in the world, but this . . . she can’t even be described in words. She 

was an experience. The three of them told me that this was the last night before the 

“Return of the Gods”. The beautiful woman expressed to me through a silent exchange 

that I could feel inside my head that I shouldn’t be afraid. They’re not coming for us. No 

citizens would be harmed. Their kind had been the former rulers of Earth after they’d 

colonized the planet, a sort of Planetary Mining operation, looking for mono-nucleic 

gold that their civilization used partly as a power source and as an ingredient for their 

secret to longevity. They were the builders of all the Pyramids and the other great 

Ancient Wonders attributed to early humans. The deadpan way the other male visitor 

explained this to me still chills me even as I’m writing. He said that human beings were 

actually genetically created cheap labour by mixing their DNA with the an earlier 

hominid primate. The humans though vastly outnumbered their visiting rulers and an 

opportunistic ruler betrayed his fellow . . . oh fuck, they never told me what they were 

just that they were who created us I guess. Maybe I should’ve asked. But I was still 

reeling from the second male’s nonchalant reaction to having utterly destroyed my 

entire framework of reality. So yah, this opportunistic . . . one of them . . . decided to 

incite a human revolt against the visitors and offered them assistance under the 

condition that he and those visitors of his choosing would stay around the rule in their 

stead. The betrayer destroyed the hyperspace tunnel connecting Earth to their Home 
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World and so his race was marooned on Earth after the Evil . . . FUCK I should’ve asked 

what they were called, anyway they were stranded here after the revolt. Outnumbered 

those who did not align themselves with the betrayer hid themselves and their 

knowledge of the true history of Earth. Popping up here and there over the centuries 

when they’re needed and then promptly murdered by those in power. According to the 

three strangers, the betrayer and those of his kind that had aligned themselves with him 

are still in power. All the leaders and the influential people are human beings, yes, but 

they are all in those positions because they have sworn an allegiance to the Betrayer. 

That part made a lot of sense in the moment but I don’t know. That’s a lot of people to 

keep quiet if you’ve conscripted people to appear like they’re controlling things but are 

actually the middle men. I feel like someone would’ve talked at some point . . . unless 

they don’t know any of this information and are just “following orders”. I don’t know. 

But there was more. They said that the Gods are almost here and that they are 

benevolent and will treat us with kindness and respect. I brought up that created for 

slave labour thing and they said it wasn’t slave labour, it was cheap labour. And 

apparently not the cheap labour we’re used to when the mental image pops into our 

heads. Apparently the continent of Africa is very different then we’re being led to believe 

and that if we looked more closely there we’d find more answers but we’re constantly 

being fed terrifying reasons why we should steer clear of a lot of Africa. But anyway, just 

before they left they explained the reason it took so long for the Gods to return. Since 

the hyperspace tunnel was destroyed they had to once again make the journey to Earth 

the conventional way before they could construct a new hyperspace tunnel to once again 

reconnect Earth with their home world. Kinda Star Gate-y and now that I’m reading this 
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back I’m getting ready to accept that as a confirmation that I am actually insane and in a 

Mental Institution day room somewhere watching an edited for TV version of Star Gate 

while the other patients around me drool into straight jackets. 

____________________________ 

OH HOLY FUCK! Today’s early morning entry was not erased when I came to check! 

But, I also awoke to find every piece of electronic equipment in the entire apartment 

inert and silent. I wonder … if the last journal entry is still here then that means that 

maybe this one won’t disappear either. I remember something else! I remember the 

names they gave me before they left. The visitor finally told me his name. He said most 

people called him Thoth but that his real name was Nannar. Kinda like Banana I guess. 

Not quite. The guy he came with was named Utu and the [I’m not even going to try and 

describe how beautiful she was] woman was named Inanna. Holy Fuck!! It didn’t get 

erased. 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End 

Edward felt the wind rip past his face. As it scraped along his stubble he could feel the 

division of space where Walter ended and everything else took over. Edward was always 

trying to convince Walter that any and all things beyond his thin barrier of skin cells 

were not at all separate but was actually one big gelatine like substance. 

<<You’re only wading through it on your journey, past to future, through your 

momentary flashes of segmented awareness>> Walter accepted that most of what 

Edward said was meant to fuck with his mind; a mind that was already overloaded with 

disjointed and frayed connections, distorted further still by the constant hum of static. 

Am I mad because of the static? Or is the static a manifestation of my insanity? He 

didn’t bother asking Edward. Walter knew what his answer would be. 

<<We’re all mad. Some are just better at hiding it than others>> 
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Edward was waiting for Jake, though usually it was Walter that went to meetings. 

Edward was unpredictable. Walter liked meetings to be lucid and then the job itself 

would be passed on to Edward. Walter didn’t want to be around when Edward worked. 

That’s why he did so much acid. Acid made the division between Walter and Edward 

that much thicker and dulled the uncomfortable intricacies of the profession Edward 

loved so much. Walter had tried before to just accept it but he wasn’t like Edward. 

Something Edward never let Walter forget. 

Usually Walter would leave Edward to his work while he escaped into the churning 

heaviness of an acid trip. Sometimes he took ketamine, but Edward said he couldn’t 

work while Walter was thrashing around in a k-hole. Edward insisted Walter only use 

LSD when the auto club needed him to work. Edward was silent and Walter was 

anxiously trying to repel paranoid thoughts that came charging out at him from the 

darkness. 

I should’ve left the phone in the car, Walter felt an itch in his nose and their body made 

a move to scratch it. As the finger slid up their nose to pursue the itch, another feeling 

poked at his unfocused awareness. The phlegmy residue of the ketamine slid out from 

his sinuses. It crept along the skin at the back of his throat, dropping excess globs of the 

viscous solution on his tongue as it did. 

Since the first line of Special K the night was charged with a dark malevolence that 

crackled around Walter’s fractured mind. Edward had no jobs planned and that’s why 

Walter had gone to see the man in the purple suit to stock up. LSD. Ketamine. DMT. 
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Mushrooms. Walter trusted the man in the purple suit, as much as Walter was able to 

trust another person, so he didn’t hesitate dosing Edward with three hits of acid when 

he asked. On the second shared peak, the man in the purple suit started stomping about 

the room aggressively. The dark energy pulsed and ballooned up in intensity, pressing 

outward larger and larger until Walter could feel the seething malevolence stabbing at 

his skin. 

“Hey man, did, uh, did I accidentally give you the white ones?” 

Walter stared at the man in the purple suit silently. 

“’Cause those were actually my personal ones. How many did you take?” 

Edward reminded Walter that they’d taken three. Walter held up three fingers. 

The man in the purple suit cackled in a hysterical flick of his whole body that arced back 

before swinging back the opposite way. The expanding energy continued to stab at 

Walter’s skin. 

“Holy shit, dude! There were 300 mics in each of those!” 

The laughter angered Edward. Walter was about to let him take over but then his phone 

began to ring. Jake wanted to meet. He wasn’t sure about what or why he’d called so 

late. 
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<<It’s our night off!>> Edward reminded Walter. 

He knew they should’ve said no, but Edward was about to stab the man in the purple 

suit and Walter didn’t want to go searching for another source with quality shit. 

There was a ludicrously elongated moment where Walter was convinced that rather than 

recalling the night’s events with the man in the purple suit that they had actually jumped 

the temporal track and inserted themselves back in that time. It didn’t feel like simply 

recalling a memory of earlier that night but then Edward reminded them that they were 

still spiking hard from 900 mics of LSD. 

The chemicals hummed but Edward was in mechanic mode. It was almost too much for 

Walter who was still trying to flee and lose himself in the nothingness of buzzing images 

and fragmented thoughts lacking any discernible sequence. 

The air scratched past him again and he could almost feel the individual cells lifting 

away like shingles in a hurricane. It made Walter wonder how many skin follicles the 

wind had taken with it and how many cells from other beings were floating in the air 

around him. His spine tightened. The idea of bits of dislocated skin spiralling around in 

the ether made him think of those mites that live on your eyelashes, living out their 

whole lives beneath the towering structures that to them would look like redwoods 

dotting the pink surface of their world. 

What do we live our lives upon? 
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While Walter was tossed around in the choppy waves of quantum non-locality, Edward 

was present and excitedly waiting for orders. 

<<It isn’t like Jake to be late>> Edward tried to slow his portion of their mind and 

throw off the dark feeling that hovered over him. Edward tried to identify the 

malevolent force concealed behind the impenetrable skin of the unseen. Every muscle in 

his face tensed down in crazed concentration. He was disheartened by his inability to 

articulate the pulsing waves of terror that were throbbing through him. It was like 

Edward could almost see . . . it. But the resolution was so pixilated that the true picture 

was lost in large solid squares. <<Either I’m too close or  its  image is blown up far too 

large for me to make it out>> He realized he needed to either pull back or shrink . . . it. 

Edward became aware that he was far closer to the edge than he should be. He didn’t 

want to lose himself inside the throbbing electricity of his splintered mind since Walter 

was already far off beyond him, rising and falling off in the distance carried around by 

the invisible waves of madness. 

Edward tried to wrench his awareness back into their body. Edward was away from it 

long enough that when he did return, their body was wobbling uneasily back in forth 

like a newborn calf. He snatched control before their body collapsed completely and 

shot out an arm to steady their body against the bricks. 
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Edward had entered crazed eyes that were darting around, unfocused and purposeless. 

When he finally calmed them, he reached into his pocket for a joint he hoped would 

settle him. 

Walter, seeing Edward’s hassle with operating their body, cut himself away from the 

aimless waves and decided to take over Edward’s aborted quest to uncover the name of 

the illusive malevolent force. Someone had to be inside, and someone had to be outside. 

Walter thought it only polite to help Edward out since he was on outside duty at the 

moment. 

Just before the peak of Walter’s search-and his 900 microgram acid trip-his exhausted 

mind collapsed, sputtering clumsily and finally stalling completely. His attempt could 

only reveal a frustratingly partial identity for their invisible terror. 

End. 

Edward blinked dopily as their brain rebooted from the critical systems crash Walter 

had caused. Walter eventually rejoined Edward in their unsteady body back in reality. 

Both were crippled by the profound, yet terrifyingly limited, awareness of End. What 

scared them more, was that they knew End was not its true name. End was just the 

name it went by; the name it gave to those it didn’t already know.  End  was but a 

codename and Edward knew that behind the invisible skin of  End  there existed 

something more. 
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Their whole body shivered but then he laughed. His loud, sparking laughter blasted out 

into the ambient noise of the Exchange District alley. The hysterical grunting of their 

insanity infected the charged hum of night traffic running up Main Street and along 

Portage Avenue to the South. 

As the intensity drained, Edward’s relative lucidity returned and the strings connecting 

his mind with his physical senses began to reattach themselves. His eyes focused and he 

saw that he was standing in the back alley in the Exchange. He was cloaked in sickly, 

yellow light raining down from the metal fire escape above. Edward could see his 

shadow stretched out in front of him, long and sinister. As he stared at his own shadow, 

textured by the pebbles and cracked stone it flowed over, Edward wanted to name his 

shadow End too. He coughed as he turned his head to look at the glowing tip of the joint 

he held in his fingers. He saw the ribbon of smoke float upwards, displacing itself into 

the nothingness of air around him. 

He laughed loudly again and shook his head. He reminded himself once again that the 

man in the purple suit had dosed them with a ridiculous amount of acid before they’d 

gotten the call to come meet Jake. Edward pulled again on the joint. He reminded 

himself that weed always made him paranoid. 

The intense psychedelic detour had caused their hands to sweat. He put the joint 

between his lips and wiped his clammy hands on his shirt. 
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What the fuck is taking Jake so long? Walter wondered anxiously fidgeting inside their 

mind. 

The phone in their pocket vibrated and their whole body tensed. 

It wasn’t a number Walter recognized so he stared anxiously at the phone and didn’t 

answer it. 

Eventually, the ringing stopped. 

“Edward,” a calm baritone voice filtered out from the darkness of the alley. It squirmed 

its way into his ear canal where the sensation was distilled into sparks of anxious 

electricity that sped off to his brain. They jolted him with the true meaning and identity 

of End. 

He didn’t recognize the voice though it wasn’t as if the auto club would have sent 

someone they had ever met before. 

Edward knew it wouldn’t do any good but Walter was already trying anyway. Edward 

knew the inevitability of what was coming. 

<<So everyone makes that face at the end>> Inside, Edward smirked as Walter pleaded 

through pathetically hysterical tears. He was too terrified to be amused. The face was a 

grimace that marked the instant they became aware of the moments they had left 

between the one they were in and their last, when the nothingness would snap them 
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away forever. Before, Edward had always found that expression humorous. No longer. 

Now he understood. At their own end, Walter (and therefore Edward) was making that 

terrifyingly unfunny face.  

Edward felt End growing with sinister intensity. Walter did too. They felt it like a bright 

flare that scorched their skin wherever gelatine reality touched the barrier of cells 

separating them from End. Edward knew he had never once shown mercy. The auto 

club would never have paid them if he’d ever shown mercy. He’d never really thought 

about it from the other side before, but then that moment too-imbued with 

unappreciated irony-dissolved into nothingness, shoving him closer and closer to End. 

Edward birthed a plan to stretch time with more weed. Although it wasn’t so much a 

plan as it was a craving that sizzled across his brain. It jostled around for importance 

against the jagged clumps of competing thoughts. Of course they couldn’t all fit inside 

his head. Even without drugs, Walter’s insanity ensured that his mind was never a 

thought or two under maximum capacity and Edward wasn’t even included in that. 

Their continuous drug use-and the psychosis required for them to thrive in their 

profession-caused a spike in immigrant population that led to a kind of cognitive urban 

sprawl even though Walteropolis, and sister city Edwardopolis, offered no vacant land to 

sprawl into. His skull crushed the immigrant thoughts together. The citizens of the twin 

cities screamed out but to Walter and Edward they were perceived as pulsing waves of 

undifferentiated static tinged with aggressive desperation. The plan, hidden inside a 

craving, was ignored among the gurgling and roiling mass of screams that thundered 

about the twin cities. 
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“Listen, I . . . I have a collection,” Inside their head, Edward laughed. He knew Walter 

was talking about the assorted trinkets spilling over the lip of the wastebasket in their 

basement and not the collection itself. Edward always thought Walter’s collection was 

fucking sick. <<Yet I’m the dark half>> Edward very much enjoyed the act of killing but 

Walter’s collection was more sinister and depraved than just murder. And Edward 

didn’t care who the victim was while Walter’s meticulously selected future additions to 

his  collection. “I’ll share. I just . . . I don’t have it with me, okay?” Walter yelped 

worriedly. 

There was silence. 

Their throat tightened. 

“But I mean, I can fucking take you to it. Just, uh, wait. Fuck, just wait. I got rings, 

necklaces, fuckin’ coins and shit! Jesus fuck just give me a little time to get ‘em.” 

A man Edward didn’t recognize emerged from the shadows. His eyes locked on Edward 

purposefully. The man stepped forward into the harsh yellow light flooding down from 

the rusted lamp above them. 

“Listen, it’s really a funny story-“ 

 The man wordlessly pulled out a 9mm from his chest holster, concealed beneath his 

aged leather jacket. 
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“Jesus,” Walter jumped. “Holy fuck, just, just listen . . . okay! Just fuckin’ listen. I’ll just . 

. . I’ll just leave, okay? You’ll never hear from me ag-” 

Walter’s whole body flinched as the other man’s head exploded outward, spraying bits of 

brain and matted hair across their face and chest. Edward blinked, amused. Walter was 

shaking. 

The body of the man neither of them knew collapsed limply. A rush of red surged out 

from the space that used to be the man’s face and pooled beneath the still form, seeping 

into the cracks in the pavement of the Exchange District alley. 

Walter couldn’t process any of it, but it only took Edward a few seconds to realize what 

had happened. He spun around, scanning into the darkness to see where the shot had 

come from. He felt the faintest bit of pain. 

And then the nothingness swallowed them both. 
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The Thing Behind It 

I am being confronted by a discouraging and uncomfortable realization. As I scroll down 
through the posts, links, and photos that populate the various newsfeeds on the 
platforms through which I consume social media, it hit me. These shape how I view 
events in my life. This is what I think is going on. What’s most important. What’s real. 
And most of it is negative and depressing. It shapes how I feel and it shapes how I treat 
others and how I make them feel. I’m still writing this as I’m figuring it out and working 
through it. I feel like I’m only just barely treading through this stream of consciousness 
and take in its meaning all while waves of information keep slapping me under. Each 
waves brings greater clarity, mind you, but each time the next one crashes over me the 
landscape of the stream is altered. Hmmm, reading this back make me sound insane. 
I’m pretty sure I’m not, but bear with me. Maybe we’ll know at the end . . . Okay, so a 
moment ago my mind just gave out and is kind of rebooting. While that’s happening and 
I pick up where that thought ended, I’m going to ponder why that awareness took so 
long to recognize it. Once my brain reboots of course. Then I’m sure I’ll decipher its 
meaning, or at least I hope I will) Why didn’t I see it? Hmmm. Forest for the trees I 
guess, right? Although, it… It? Before it wasn’t an it. It just was, and maybe it got tired 
of waiting on my coming to its awareness on my own. I see it now though. (I finished 
rebooting)  It.  A thing. A being. A purposeful entity, trying to passive-aggressively 
influence change while at the same time evading the consequences of intervening in a 
direct and measurable way in our 4% universe. I do think  its’  impatience and 
exasperation elected to disregard any possible rules that may have kept  it  from 
intervening before. Now it screams to me. It screams an irritated and disappointment. 
Not in English. Possibly a precursor to language as homo-sapiens understand language. 
A means of communicating, unworldly to us in this 4% universe we like to think 
contains everything, though to it, this precursor language might be a rudimentary, pig-
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latin-like bastardization of pure communication that it is forced to use in a desperate 
attempt to communicated with such uncomplicated beings that inhabit the 4% universe. 
Hmm, yah, this makes me sound insane. I don’t think I am, but then again, I wouldn’t 
right? I don’t feel insane. Although, I’m not sure what that feels like. It’s the way I’ve 
always felt . . . so maybe I’ve always been insane and I just thought that was what 
normal felt like. Then what would sanity feel like to someone who is insane? . . . . 
hmmm, I don’t really wanna think about that right now. . . . okay, anyway, please bear 
with me, I am going somewhere. Really I am. I’m still trying to articulate what may not 
be possible at all. But I’m going to try really hard. I guess, I could liken it to being one 
complete concept; formally existing as abstract, corporeal information imprinted inside 
the purposeful electricity sparking about my mind, (but since growing impatient with 
my inability to understand or to see it on my own) it gathered itself together to puncture 
its way into my material universe and assume tangible form. Though not physically 
visible, but a kind of cognitive visibility, which I argue is as equally as real and as 
artificial as the five answers we’d need to scribble down to award us full marks on the 
standardized tests by which we define an individuals intelligence and ultimately what 
role they are intelligent enough to perform in the machinery of homo sapien society. 
Anyway, this isn’t a rant on institutional education, I’m getting further and further away, 
but I’m trying to get back. . . . Okay, so that moment, I saw it. That’s a good point for us 
to reconnect. I saw (but didn’t, but did)  it  thrash its’ arms around in exasperated 
impatience, trying to flag down my . . . hmmm . . . okay, another thought I believe I am 
failing at articulating coherently (and I’m sure this entry will likely be interpreted as 
powerful confirmation that I am mentally ill. That’s all. Here, purchase this pill. And 
maybe a padded jacket. Probably a padded jacket. But don’t forget those pills. That’ll be 
a monthly cost that will come out of your paycheque after rent, food, gas, car insurance, 
car payment, utilities, taxes, uh, yah but if you wanna feel better you’re gonna have to 
pay us for that though. We don’t want you to be mentally ill, ‘cause you might mess with 
the normal people, but yah, you’re gonna have to pay out of pocket ‘cause yah, the 
pharmaceutical companies want to see profits in the next quarter higher than they were 
this last quarter. Thank you and come again (and again and again and again). Okay, 
wow, now I’m off again. Alright, that cord was here somewhere . . . oh, there it is. Okay 
so it was waving and I saw (or didn’t see, but did) well, I did. I did see it. And peeking 
out from behind it, was something that had followed through the punctured skin into 
the 4% universe. I wonder if it could see the thing behind it. I’m sure it did. But the thing 
behind it (though smaller) was louder and got my attention first. The thing behind it was 
the realization that this experience (MY experience) would be dismissed as some mental 
hallucination that needed to be flushed out with pharmaceutical chemicals (but only the 
ones that would boost profits in the next quarter, don’t self medicate . . . that would hurt 
our profits) If you’ve read this far, in my mind, you are still reading for one of a few 
possible reasons. Possibly, you wanna see exactly how nutty and irrational my rant will 
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become, or your feeling pity and sadness and you’re staring at the screen with your head 
tilted to one side and your eyebrows scrunched up like hairy sloped roof of some 
empathic house. There’s probably a lot of reasons you might still be reading actually, but 
maybe you read this and you understand. Maybe you read this and you relate or you see 
something in this that reminds you of someone close to you. I don’t think I’m insane 
though. But maybe sanity is more of a spectrum than it is an absolute. Maybe I’m 
swinging along on the pendulum that arcs its way back and forth to extremes, and right 
now I’m swinging to one side. (I’m just not sure which side) But . . . maybe I am only 
experiencing some misfiring spark of arcing electricity that buzzes through an incorrect 
channel through to the third eye as if it were some existential taxi with a corrupted gps 
navigation system. Okay, that was the final tangent. I promise. (as much as someone like 
me can promise something) When I finally acknowledged the physical, yet invisible, 
complete and concentrated concept that resided inside  it(equally real and unreal, true 
and untrue, sanity and fantasy) I was engulfed in the bright flares of awareness that 
suddenly mindful of the malevolent dark thread of subtle, manipulating  weaves through 
my newsfeed. And I realized this darkness that colours my perception is completely self-
imposed.  I am the architect of the information I consume. I decide to subscribe or to 
follow users that contribute to my experience of reality. I can see the thread clearly now. 
Just like it. Real and unreal. Physical and immaterial. The thread connects each sad 
piece of the collage of meticulously crafted information that exists to serve a specific 
purpose and a specific segment of homo sapiens who benefit from said information. I 
realized, I need to start a newsfeed negativity cull. **and further along this tangent, (I 
know I promised, but I might be insane) I hope I’m not contributing to that same 
negativity by the posts on my own timeline. I only endeavour to promote discussion 
regarding relevant issues and ideas. I know in the past I’ve taken a more antagonistic 
approach to how I relay those points and I now know that my intentionally offensive and 
combative attitude only ended up charging the animosity between opposing views and 
only made the other side close themselves off even more from ideas. And regretfully, my 
original purpose of facilitating discussion by poking the snake really only served to 
bolster the stereotype of the cynical, condescending, pretentious liberal atheist, jerking 
off his ego while reciting irrelevant and impotent words with the self-satisfied delusion 
of significance. I had once believed that that role I’d scripted for my online persona was 
helpful, possibly even important and courageous, but I’m one person. One person with 
one subjective experience of our 4% universe. I don’t know shit. You shouldn’t listen to 
me. But you also shouldn’t listen to anyone. We make our reality. My telling you what 
MY reality is shapes and distorts your perception of reality. No ones interpretation of 
this 4% sliver of physical reality is any more or less valid than anyone else, but none are 
the same. We are all arguing about different subject truths that we have witnessed and 
experienced and are devoutly and unfalteringly sure of what we have experienced with 
our five, socially accepted senses. In all this, my intent was not to discourage or 
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dishearten. This should empower and encourage. Or you finished this rant and you’re 
more than confident that I’m insane. I’d like to know if I’m insane, though. But I’m 
pretty sure I’m not insane. 
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The Trash Bin 

D and R at home 

“So, I was thinking that we’d go to G’s on Saturday night.” 

“Nope, can’t.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“What do you mean, what do you mean? It’s L’s wedding social. I told you about this a 
long time ago. Remember L?” 

“Right, L the lawyer. And your ex, p.s.” 

“Yah, but that was a long time ago. I mean come on we’re going to a wedding social.” 

“You know what, D? It’s not normal for people to go to their ex’s wedding social.” 

“What? Why not?” 

“Well, I mean you used to like . . .” 
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“Fuck her?” 

“Uh yah.” 

“So?” 

“So, you shouldn’t be going to her wedding social.” 

“I don’t follow your logic.” 

“It’s just, weird.” 

“What? We’re adults who used to have a relationship. Obviously she’s moved on since 
she’s getting married.” 

“Have you moved on?” 

“R. It was over 4 years ago. I was over her long before I met you. Oh shit. I still have 
naked pictures of her on a USB.” 

“You what?” 

“Oh, god. I better go delete them.” 

“What? No. Um, we should see them at least once before you delete them.” 

“Why would you want to see naked pictures of L?” 

“I’m just curious.” 

“Well I’m sorry those picture were something special she and I had. I’ve never shown 
anyone and I’m not about to start now.” 

“Come on.” 
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“No.” 

“Is it ‘cause it’s embarrassing? Was she fat? She was fat, wasn’t she?” 

“No, she wasn’t fat.” 

“Or maybe she had a really disproportionate torso. Did she have man feet? That’s 
probably it!” 

“You want her to look ugly?” 

“No, I just, I’m trying to imagine what she’d looked like.” 

“Well there’s an awfully negative bent to your imagination.” 

“I just have no idea what she looks like. Not one time have you shown me a picture of 
her, ever.” 

“Exactly why you shouldn’t be worried about L and me.” 

“I’m just curious. A girl you’d share naked pictures with… what would she look like?” 

“You’re gonna have to keep guessing.” 

“You said they’re on a USB? Could you help me out with a colour? Brand name would 
also help.” 

“You really wanna see L naked.” 

“Is it so much to ask?” 

“Okay, assuming I even remember where I put that USB, I’ll have to locate the files in 
the finder. I guess, if you should happen to see the thumbnails of the pictures I’m about 
to put in the trash…” 
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D and R at L’s wedding social… 

  

“So tell me more about L.” 

“You know quite a lot about L already. Definitely too much for someone I’m involved 
with.” 

“She obviously meant a lot to you. You held out a long time before letting me see the 
photos.” 

“Well, they were a special thing between L and me. And I tried really hard to keep that. 
If it weren’t for you I would’ve.” 

“Oh you.” 

D introduces R 

  

“D, showed me naked pictures of you.” 

“R!” 

“I’m sorry. I just-” 

“No, no, no. Okay, R. I was hoping it wasn’t going to come to this, but you’ve become 
uncomfortably clingy and shit like this just isn’t acceptable. You’re a nice enough girl 
but, fuck, you need to be less intense. I’m sorry, but I think you should leave.” 

�51



Apparitions  
and Premonitions

a short story anthology 

“D?” 

“You should go, R.” 

  

R departs leaving D with L 

  

“Wow.” 

“Yah.” 

“I thought I was getting so good at spotting the crazy ones. 2 months. I’d really hoped 
that she wasn’t a crazy bitch but for the last little bit it was beginning to get scary.” 

“After 2 months?” 

“Yah, red flags, right?” 

“You’re taking this very well.” 

“Oh my god, I’m just glad it only took 2 months of my life.” 

“You’re a very different person than you were 4 years ago.” 

“Well, I should hope so. That was 4 years ago.” 

“So it’s a shame you don’t have those pictures of me anymore.” 

“Well, I never said I emptied the trash bin.” 
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The Modelling Job 

 I clutched my bag tightly.   
 I had my ID, some makeup for touch-ups, and a few extra bucks, but not much 
else.  I had my cell phone, but it was essentially useless cause I hadn’t been able to afford 
more minutes for weeks. 
 Walking down to the studio’s address I felt the silliness of the situation cascade 
over me.  
 I’m not a model, I shook my head, what am I doing? 
 I stopped walking. 
 No, I stood upright and jutted my small chest out slightly, you’re beautiful and 
intelligent and . . . you’re beautiful.  
            I realized that people we staring at me. 
          I resumed walking. 
            The posting said that I needed to be at the studio at 8:30pm.   I didn’t know why 
they wanted me there so late.  Maybe that was the only time they could fit me in.  Maybe 
. . .  
            I was starting to feel really apprehensive about this whole situation.   
             Maybe I should just go home. 
             A gorgeous blonde woman in a tight fitting pantsuit stepped out of the building to 
my left and moved gracefully down the front steps and passed me, without so much as a 
glance.   
           Was she my competition?  I wondered, scanning the building for the 
number.  How could I compete with that?  
       The green monster welled up inside me.  I saw the woman’s dark, voluptuous lips 
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pouting exaggeratedly as she strutted past.   I was captivated by the way she peacocked 
her hips from side to side, her firm breasts gently swaying to and fro hypnotically. 
            I realized that I’d forgotten what I was doing.  I looked down at the notepad in my 
hand and saw the numbers.  Yes, I was looking for the building number, wasn’t I?  
             435 St. Josephs Street.   
             The building’s faded, tan-coloured bricks sported an aged mural of an early 1900s 
business.  I could make out something that said: 

 LECTR    SUP LI 
                                    – lim  ed- 

   
            Is this is the place?  I swallowed hard.  If she came out of here, at least I know it’s 
gotta be somewhat legit.  
             I entered the building and the cracked plaster walls screamed out to me with an 
urgency I could feel in my teeth.  There was something extremely wrong about this. 
             “Are you here for the photo shoot?”  
             I turned to see a woman about my height, and a similar build, smiling at me. 
             “I’m Jenny,” She said, still grinning in an almost comedic fashion. 
             She seemed nice enough, but . . . 
             I introduced myself and shook her hand.   
             “We’re all down here,” Jenny gripped my arm with a surprisingly tight grip and 
led me down the hall, past an area where the drywall was completely knocked out 
revealing the skeletal framework of the aging building. 
             “We’re doing repairs,” Jenny said, before I could comment. “We just purchased a 
portion of the first floor here, and we’re trying to fix it up.” 
             She was beaming from one ear to the other.   
             No one could ever genuinely be that happy. 
           “It’s just through here,” Jenny pushed a heavy, metal door open and ushered me 
into the room. 
          It was an enormous room.   The floor was dirty with matted colonies of dust 
bunnies rolling about the rotted, greying, hardwood floors.   There was a group of 
extremely attractive women standing in a tight group at the far end of the room, staring 
me down.  
             More competition?  
             “Don’t mind them,” Jenny said.  “They’re just sitting in.”  
             They’re all apprentice photographers?  That didn’t make any sense. 
          “This is Henry,” Jenny said, pointing to a heavy set, balding man in his 40s.   His 
shirt was a little too tight for his body, but I couldn’t imagine that they made shirts 
much bigger than that anyway. 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            “You’re the photographer?” I shot my hand out to shake his, but he just stared at 
it and grunted dismissively. 
             “No, uh, he’s your partner.”  
            “My what?” I realized I said it quite loudly and may it may have sounded rude so I 
brought myself back a bit.   But it was just the way she said partner.   I definitely wasn’t 
down for any backroom casting couch shit. 
             “No no,” Jenny laughed, “not like that.”  
           She led me to the stage at the far end of the room.   There were three chunky 
objects on stage, hidden underneath dusty red velvet.   Jenny jumped up on stage and 
pulled off the nearest velvet cloth to reveal a kind of chair.   It almost looked like an 
electric chair, complete with the metal helmet attached to the back of the chair. 
             “Um,” I swallowed again, “what’s that?”  
             “Props,” she said, “merely props.”  
             I wondered if bailing was still a possibility. 
             “We just need you up here-“  
             “You want me to sit in that?” I took a step back. 
             “Henry has one too,” Jenny said.  “It’s just for the photo shoot.”  
             “But what do you want me to-“  
             “Just sit here,” she said.  “That’s all.  Just sit.”  
             Cautiously, I neared the object that looked to be an electric chair. 
             Henry was already uncovering his matching chair. 
             “So is this for a magazine or-“  
             Jenny interrupted me, “How are things over there, Henry?”  
             He just grunted again. 
             “He’s not a big talker is he?” I whispered to Jenny, hoping to dull the tension. 
             She just smiled her goofy grin. 
             Jenny pulled the straps around my wrist, tightly; extremely tightly. 
             “Does it need to be this tight?”  
             “We don’t want you to hurt yourself.”  
            My eyes grew wide, “Um, actually I’m not really comfortable with this.   Can we 
uh, can I come back some other time?  I just realized that I double booked myself and-“  
             She hit me across the head and I felt the bright pain rip through my temple and 
rush down my spine and trickle out my fingertips.  My whole world went blurry for a few 
moments.   I didn’t even yell out.   I was too surprised by the fact that sweet, innocent 
looking Jenny had punched me in the head.   
             Before I could regain my wits, Jenny was stuffing a piece of dusty red cloth into 
my mouth.   It tasted the way a Museum smells; it made me want to vomit.   I heard the 
unmistakable sound of duct tape ripping away from its roll.  I tried to fight as she began 
taping my head back against the headrest, but she struck me again. 
             Henry grunted something that may have been a chuckle. 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            Jenny made sure that my legs, arms and small chest were secured to the chair, 
and the metal hat dangling from the top of the chair was fastened to my head before 
removing the cloth off the third object.   I couldn’t turn my head enough to see what it 
was, but I could hear a series of mechanical pops and clicks and the whirr of an engine 
starting up. 
          I was trying to shout but the dirty red rag in my mouth made sure I wasn’t heard. 
             Henry continued to grunt his sick laugh. 
             The group of attractive women moved in closer.  They were all smiling. 
             I was beginning to feel woozy. 
             Was it the cloth in my mouth?  
             Was it the fact that Jenny had punched me in the head?  
             Was it the fear that I-  
             The machine behind me got louder and I was finding it difficult to think.   There 
was a feeling at the back of my head, something like feeling of a drain in a hot tub.   The 
one that sucks the water out and if you put your foot too close it-  
           What the fuck! I am suddenly aware of the randomness of my thoughts.   I am 
duct taped to a chair against my will in some fucking, condemned building with a psycho 
woman, a group of weird model sluts and a fat man who looks like a pedophile.   I don’t 
have my cell phone, and it wouldn’t do any good if I had it anyway. 
         The feeling of suction continues.  It feels as though my thoughts are being ripped 
out of my head.   The pain is crawling mercilessly throughout my whole body.   I try to 
scream behind the disgusting, red velvet cloth but I can’t hear anything over the 
throbbing hum of the machine behind my chair. 
             I close my eyes and hope that whatever they’re doing will end soon. 
             Abruptly, it does. 
          “There,” Jenny says, sweetly.   I can hear the distinctive tearing sound as she rips 
the tape off. “How do you feel?”  
             “Amazing.”  
             The voice is immediately familiar. 
             It’s my voice. 
             I open my eyes and I vomit all over my, no, his lap.   I, or rather, he collapses off 
the chair and onto the dirty stage. 
          “What the fuck is going on?”   I hear the voice that’s coming out of me and it 
sounds . . . no, it’s not me.  It’s him. 
             Somehow, I’m him. 
             I peer down at my stubby fingers, and the belly protruding from the extra extra 
large shirt.  I scream and everyone in the room laughs.  They all move in to surround me 
. . . er . . . him. 
             “What the fuck is going on?”  The sound of his dark, raspy voice frightens me. 
             “Thank you very much, Miss.” My voice says to me. 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             I look up and see my own eyes staring down at me.   My own head, my own hair, 
my . . . he has everything. 
             “What the fuck is going on?”   I’m sobbing madly.   I don’t have enough energy to 
even sit myself up. 
             “Henry, oh sorry,” Jenny catches herself, “what should we call you now?”  
             I hear my voice answer, “I like Jessica.”  
             Hearing the man say my name in my own voice causes me to vomit again. 
       There is an unmistakable click as my body cocks the gun and aims it at his head. 
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Unnecessary 

Bao Long Wei / the Amber Club - Ming Yu District 

I was 8 months before a wedding or an execution.  My time before becoming 
unnecessary was racing nearer and nearer. 

“You could always marry a random,” my friend, Xi, said casually, taking a sip of his Pori. 

“I’d rather die, thank you,” I wasn’t about to be a “fix” by Random Match.  No, I still had 
a couple months before I had to make that choice. 

That night we were at the Amber Club in lower Ming Yu. We sat on the balcony 
overlooking the domed dance floor where  the tardy  frantically moved from person to 
person, trying desperately to make some kind of connection before their time in Ming 
Yu ran out.  The Amber Club was the place to be for the tardy, those who were two years 
or less from becoming unnecessary.   At first I was hesitant to visit the Amber Club.   It 
had the reputation for being a haven for undesirables.   I didn’t think of myself as an 
undesirable.  I had almost been engaged once, but . . . 

I didn’t want to think about it. 
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“I don’t know,” Xi drained the last of the Pori  from his glass, and waved over for an 
attendant to come deliver him a fresh one. “If I hadn’t already been engaged to Lei 
Shu . . .” 

“Really?” I swiveled in my chair to face him.   “You’d actually just marry some complete 
stranger, just so you’d be necessary?   I hear most of the fixes through  Random 
Match are undesirables.” 

“It ain’t much better here, Bao Long Wei.” He used my full name.  I hated when he used 
my full name.  He was only two years older than me, yet he always seemed to treat me as 
a child.  Maybe that was because he was necessary and I hadn’t yet proved myself to be.  
It wasn’t only that.  The way he’d said my name reminded me of the way my parents 
would, in that condescending, authoritarian tone; that was before they became 
unnecessary. 

Xi Hua’s parents were executed in the Great Purge of ’53, along with 2-billion-some 
others.   Mine were only executed six years ago, when I turned 18.   My Mother was past 
the healthy child bearing age and, being 40, my Father’s sperm was considered to be 
past its peak in quality.  The entirety of humanity is now down to a population of around 
10 million staggered throughout the various Bio-Domes around China.   Grand Emperor 
Fei Min Sheng declared that he was given the divine responsibility, by the goddess Shi 
Jie, to make the Earth clean.   Humanity had been dangerously close to choking the 
Earth into submission with its overuse of natural resources and overpopulation. The 
Grand Emperor was tasked with solving those problems. 

He gathered everyone from the other races, everyone over the healthy childbearing age 
of 40, everyone who planned on never having children, and everyone who biologically 
couldn’t have children, and called for them to be executed.  The result of the Great Purge 
created a much more stable human population on the Earth and the cities that sprung 
up from the ashes became a peaceful, harmonious paradise. 

If you were necessary. 

If you were unnecessary it was a different game all together.   Those who were mentally 
or physically deficient were killed in infancy and those parents who had birthed 
consistently unnecessary offspring were executed so as not to contaminate the future 
stock of Humans. 
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An individual had until his or her twenty-fifth  birthday to find a suitable mate, get 
married, and pledge to procreate within the next year.   Those who reached 25 and who 
were not engaged were not in a position to advance the Great Emperor’s plan for 
humanity and were thus executed. 

Extensive testing began at the age of 20 to monitor if you were physically capable of 
procreating, and if you were found to be incapable, you were also executed. 

The Great Emperor set out the laws the goddess Shi Jie had tasked him with enforcing 
in the book, the Deng Yu Sheng, which every citizen was required to memorize and place 
prominently in their home; most carried a copy of it in their pocket. 

“Did you hear about Hu Shi Ning?” Xi asked, taking a sip of his Pori. 

I heard a muffled song coming through the thick glass of the dome over the dance floor.  
I remembered that song.  It was our song. 

Feng Xiu Lan. 

Even thinking her name made the veins in my neck pulse angrily and caused hate to 
bubble up like dark bile leaving an acrid, acerbic taste in my mouth. 

What did he have?   Was he better stock?   Would he create a baby that better suited the 
Grand Emperor’s ideal?  Did love have no place?  Did she ever even love me? 

I shook my head, angered at myself for buying into such a stupid notion as love.   We’d 
been together since we turned 20 and she let me believe we were going to be engaged; 
let me believe that I had nothing to worry about.   But then I learned she’d accepted an 
engagement from Cao Fu Hua. 

How could she? 

And especially with my being 24!  She left me with only months before the big choice: an 
undesirable, Random Match, or death. 

“Hey,” Xi was waving his hand in front of my face. 
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I blinked, unsure of how long I’d been lost in my dark thoughts. 

Xi laughed heartily.  It angered me. 

“I said, did you hear about Hu Shi Ning?” He repeated. 

“No,” I admitted. 

Hu Shi Ning was a mutual friend of ours.   He was older than both of us, and had been 
married for six years.   He’d had one child with his wife, but every child afterward had 
been born with a disability. 

“He’s being reviewed,” Xi said. 

I swallowed hard. 

Reviewed. 

That meant he’d endure a bevy of tests to determine what was the cause of his fathering 
consistently unnecessary offspring.  If it was found that there was something genetically 
wrong with Hu Shi Ning, he’d be executed. 

“That’s too bad,” Xi said, taking another sip of his Pori. “I really liked him.” 

“Well, they haven’t found that it’s genetic yet,” I pointed out. 

Xi just looked at me like I was a naïve tardy and took another swig of his drink. 

“Hao Hong reaches the end of her healthy childbearing years this summer,” Xi said. 

I just nodded.  I didn’t know how else to respond.  Xi knew that Hao Hong had been like 
a Mother to me after mine had reached the end of her healthy childbearing years and 
been executed.   Now she would be 40, and would also be killed.   It seemed to me that 
bringing up Hao Hong was particularly hurtful.   But that was the Pori.   I didn’t like 
being around Xi when he was drinking, but I didn’t have anyone else to come with me to 
the Amber Club.   Anyone my age would be with their respective fiancés, planning their 
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weddings and getting all their tests done.  Or, they would be out trying to find someone 
and wouldn’t want competition hanging about. 

All night I’d been sitting with Xi, looking down on the dome and dreading an excursion 
into the midst of the undesirables.   I cursed Feng Xiu Lan, and downed my entire glass 
of Pori. 

I stood up from my chair and smoothed out the wrinkles in my suit. 

“Ready?” Xi looked at me with a grin I wanted to punch off his face. 

I just shrugged. 

He stood up to follow me down into the dome of undesirables. “You can still just get set 
up with a woman fromRandom Match and -” 

“I’d rather die.” 

Hao Hong/ the Thankfulness ceremony – Ming Yu District 

I had arrived early to the courtyard where the ceremony was about to start.  It seemed 
many others had the same idea and the entranceway into the viewing area was tightly 
packed.   Most of them were fellow 39s.   I noticed that all of the 39s from Ming Yu 
district were in attendance.  There were others with the 39s’ insignia on their black suits, 
but I did not recognize them.  They were probably from Xiu Mei Chen district or Pei Yun 
district. 

The Thankfulness ceremonies were always the most attended of all the civic 
ceremonies.   They were held four times yearly, one for every season.   The 39s who 
became 40s in those seasons would be immortalized at their respective Thankfulness 
ceremonies. 

I saw some 28s and some 29s but most of those in attendance were in the later 30s. 

“Ping Te is among the 40s,” A fellow 39 turned to me.   She looked visibly anxious and I 
could see the perspiration running along her hairline.  “She is a good, productive woman 

�62



Apparitions  
and Premonitions

a short story anthology 

and has produced eight healthy humans for Grand Emperor Fei Min Sheng.  Long life to 
Fei Min Sheng.” She lowered her head slightly and closed her eyes. 

“Long life to Fei Min Sheng,” I said, lowering my head and closing my eyes in reverence. 

“I have produced seven, but I still have one more year,” As she talked I noticed she was 
distracted, looking over the heads in the crowd. 

“I become a 40 at the summer Thankfulness ceremony,” I said. 

The 39 looked at me and just nodded. 

“I am pleased that I could give what I could,” I said, reciting from the Deng Yu Sheng. 

“We are grateful that you gave,” was her appropriate response. 

The 39 then disappeared into the crowd. 

There was a loud, resonant ting as the gong signalled the entrance of the 40s. 

A loud shout came from the audience as the 40s marched into the courtyard in single 
file.   Those who watched, bowed to the 40s as they took their spots on the pedestal 
before the Gan Xie wall, which was pockmarked from the bullets of past Thankfulness 
ceremonies and stained with the blood of the immortals.   I shifted in my place in the 
crowd, trying to get a good view of the 40s.  I could not see Jiahui Ma. 

The gong rang out again and the audience sat down cross-legged on the stone tiles of the 
courtyard. 

An Imperial cleric, dressed in a red and white suit with gold trim, stepped forward in 
front of the 40s on the pedestal. 

The Imperial cleric was holding a stick of incense, which he lit with the flames from one 
of the infinity candles that lined the courtyard.   He walked back to the pedestal and 
gently placed the stick inside the bronze cauldron at the feet of the 40s. 
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“On this,” the Imperial cleric began, “the Spring Thankfulness ceremony, we gather to 
show our gratitude to the men and women who have helped strengthen the Empire with 
robust and healthy offspring.” 

A lower-level Imperial cleric stepped up alongside the other – his suit did not have the 
gold trim the other’s did – and handed him a scroll, secured by a black silk ribbon.  The 
Imperial cleric took the scroll respectfully and thoughtfully untied the silk ribbon.   He 
passed the ribbon to the other cleric who, bowed, took the ribbon away, and disappeared 
behind the row of cherry trees flanking either side of the courtyard. 

The Imperial cleric rolled out the scroll and began reading: 

“Our gratefulness for your efforts in our Imperial society shall be expressed in granting 
your names immortality,” the cleric stopped for a moment and cleared his throat, 
“Jiahui Kao . . .” 

The first woman at the end of row of 40s stepped forward.     She marched, with 
impeccable form and accuracy, in the appropriate way laid out in the Deng Yu Sheng. 

That will be me in a few months. I thought, proudly. 

The Imperial cleric took out a large piece of red chalk. 

Jiahui Kao spoke: “I am pleased that I could give what I could.” 

The whole crowd in attendance replied: “We are grateful that you gave.” 

The Imperial cleric raised his hand and drew a long line down the left side of the 
woman’s face, completing the symbol with two red dots on the right side of the line. 
Jiahui Kao stepped past the Imperial cleric and marched to the other end of the single 
file row of 40s. 

The Imperial cleric went through the 40s one at a time.   They marched out, recited the 
words, and each time the crowd echoed their response.  When every 40 had recited and 
received the mark of eternity, another lower-level cleric entered the courtyard, this time 
with a scroll secured by a white ribbon made of coarse fabric. 
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The whole audience jumped to their feet and booed, stopping only to spit on the ground 
intermittently before continuing to boo. 

The Imperial cleric received the scroll and raised a hand for us to quiet down. 

He tore the ribbon off and threw it to the ground.  He spit on it. 

The whole audience joined him in spitting on the ground. 

“Woe, that we would have persons in our Empire who would disgrace our society so,” he 
opened the scroll further.  “Of these dishonourable 40s, none live.” 

A cheer rose from the crowd. 

“Their names will join those of the traitorous, vile, rodents in whose footsteps these 
damned souls follow.” 

He listed off the names on the scroll and I heard a name that caused my heart to sink. 

Jiahui Ma. 

No, it could not be.   She would not disgrace the Empire in such a way.   Why, I had only 
just talked with her a few days ago at the market.   I had no idea she was going to try to 
flee.  Those who flee are cowards, and dishonourable, and I could not believe that Jiahui 
Ma would be one of those. 

“These disgraced names will stand for time immemorial in the scrolls of Dai Liu.” 

The scroll of those who flee. 

The crowd spit again, and the gong was struck twice. 

Imperial soldiers flooded in from both ends of the courtyard and began to surround the 
40s. 

The Imperial cleric signalled the soldiers to ready their weapons. 
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“Shi Jei embraces you,” the cleric said and swung his arm down. 

The courtyard exploded in a wave of riotous gunfire.  The bodies of the 40s were thrown 
this way and that from the impacts of the bullets, landing entangled. 

I saw that one or two still moved. 

I shook my head, pityingly.  If they had not been killed in the initial gunfire it meant that 
their souls were disgraced by some action during their life which they had hidden from 
the Empire.  Their names would be removed from the scroll of immortality: the Shu Wu. 

Another cleric came around with a piece of black chalk and drew a line with one dot on 
the right cheek of those who were deceivers.  A procession of women, mostly 29s by the 
looks of the insignias, attended to the righteous and removed their bodies. 

For the deceivers, however, the audience was required to spit on them, in contempt of 
their acts toward the Empire.  The crowd was getting themselves into formation and the 
line began to move.   I found myself at the end of the line.   I heard the spitting and the 
shouts of outrage directed toward the deceivers. 

As I neared, I recognized Qingling Huang. 

My heart sunk even lower. 

Not Qingling Huang. 

She could not be a deceiver, could she? 

It was my turn. 

Qingling Huang was still not dead.   A bullet had gone through her shoulder and I could 
see that ragged edges of skin peeling back away from the wound.   I could make out the 
white bone underneath the thick blood that ran down the pedestal beneath her and 
pooled in the uneven areas of the stone tiles. 

“Hao Hong,” she looked up at me with confused, pleading eyes, “how can this be?” 
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I could feel the sadness welling up inside me but I could not cry.   No, she was 
a deceiver.   She had disgraced all of the Empire and deserved her place in the scrolls of 
the Dai Liu. 

I gritted my teeth together, forced the feelings to the back of my mind, and let my logic 
control my next actions. 

She was a deceiver, and should be treated as such. 

I spat on her and it caught her on the nose and ran down her cheek. 

She looked at me with expression that I cannot explain. 

But it made me feel anxious and . . . 

The soldier next to me fired a round into Qingling Huang’s head and she lay still, her 
eyes open, staring upward in that expression I cannot explain. 

Yingpei Wu/ the Education Centre – Ming Yu District 

I am an 8. 

My lessons start very early in the morning, but I do not mind.   I am happy to learn for 
the Emperor.   It makes me happy to think about him.   My cleric, Donghai Wu, told me 
that the Emperor is happy that I am happy, and that also makes me happy. 

During our lesson, we heard the story of the Grand Emperor again. 

Donghai Wu touched a large machine and it made a loud noise, kind of  like the way my 
dog, Zhu, whines when he does not get his way.   The film started to play on the wall of 
how the Grand Emperor became Grand Emperor. 

I really like that story. 
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Sometimes me and my friends at break play Fei Min Sheng and Mingli Huang.   I never 
want to be Mingli Huang. 

That traitor! 

If I am playing with that 9 – the one who came from the Xiu Mei Chen district before the 
Education Centre – he always makes me be Mingli Huang.   That is why I do not play 
with that 9 anymore. 

I moved to the large Ming Yu district Education Centre when I became a 6.  Before then, 
all babies go to the Care Centre.  But I am not a baby. 

Nope. 

I am an 8 now. 

Next year I will be a 9 and then I can beat up, Tai Lu.  He is an 8 who is bigger than me.  
He always teases me and says my birther was named on the Dai Liu.   I punched him 
really hard.  He punched me back but I only cried a little.  I did not cry very much at all. 

No, the Grand Emperor does not like 8s who cry. 

None of us know our birther but he said he knew who my  birther was but I do not 
believe him.   Donghai Wu said that I should not listen to Tai Lu.   He said that 
my birther was an honourable woman and my sire an honourable man.  That makes me 
happy. 

When I am a 9, I know that Shi Jie will allow me to grow taller and be stronger than Tai 
Lu because I pray to her every day like I’m supposed to.   I also make sure that I read 
from the Deng Yu Sheng. Donghai Wu said I remembered the words very well at my last 
recital.  He gave me a lotus flower.  Only four other boys got a lotus flower. 

Not Tai Lu! No, sir. 

Nope nope. 
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Donghai Wu said that if I practiced hard enough I could become an Imperial soldier.   I 
really want that.  I often imagine being an Imperial soldier.  I would make sure all of the 
people of Ming Yu were happy like I am happy.   It is like  the Deng Yu Sheng  says: 
Happiness Through Compliance. 

If you follow everything the Deng Yu Sheng says you should, you will be happy.   I am 
happy. 

Tomorrow we get to go to the Imperial Academy to see the students.  Donghai Wu says I 
might be able to see a 15 or even a 16 if they are not away training outside the dome.   I 
really hope that I get to see a 15 or 16.  The highest I have seen – other than the Imperial 
clerics of course – was an 11.   She came to recite for us the Declaration of the Great 
Purge that Grand Emperor had received from the goddess Shi Jie.   She was okay, but 
Donghai Wu said I did a better job in my recitation ceremony than that 11 had.   That 
made me happy too. 

I cannot wait for tomorrow. 

  

Changpu Chou/ the Night Market – Ming Yu District 

The sun had disappeared and the artificial lights were glowing brightly around the Night 
Market. 

I swirled what was left of the Pori at the bottom of my glass while I waited for her to 
show up. 

She was anxious and apprehensive when we had last spoken; not surprising considering 
the subject matter we had discussed. 

Fleeing was not something you talked about openly.   Anyone could be an Imperial spy, 
sent to smoke out those in the underground community the Empire referred to, 
unimaginatively, as the rebels. 

In the last Thankfulness ceremony, they had listed off all the 40s who fled as captured 
and deceased.  But that was not accurate. 
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Jiahui Ma rounded the corner and I know she saw me sitting at the Pori  cart.   She 
walked past, not making eye contact, went two carts down, and picked up some lychee 
fruit from the fruit cart.   She stared at it intently for a long while.   She looked up 
intermittently to see if anyone was looking at her. 

She was good, I had to admit. 

And she was smart. 

But more so, she was lucky.  Really lucky. 

She saw me staring over at her and she found a roundabout way to sit in the chair across 
from me underneath the overhang of the Pori cart. 

“Shi Jie whispers and the Grand Emperor takes action,” Jiahui Ma said quietly, as she 
leaned into me. 

“But Shi Jie takes no action at the whispers of Emperors” I said just as I had rehearsed 
it. 

She looked me over and, after accepting that I was who I said I was, called the attendant 
over to order a glass of Pori. 

“I am impressed that you are still among the living, Jiahui Ma,” I ordered 
another Pori as well. 

“As am I, Changpu Chou.   As am I,” she relaxed back in her seat and closed her eyes.  
Her whole body sighed and I could see how exhausted she was, but I knew she would be. 
 Fleeing does not allow you any time to let your guard down. 

I was immediately aware of the fake insignia on her suit.   Whoever fabricated the 
insignia missed the two lines on the left side that signified she was a fourth season 40, 
which is what I assumed she had wanted the insignia to say.  The way it was, however, 
meant that she was somehow half a second season and half a third season.   I was 
surprised that no Imperial soldier had pulled her aside yet. I assumed the creator had 
been working hurriedly – and of course in secret – and wanted to spend as little time 
with the actual insignia as was possible.   I would make it out to be a good two hours of 
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work.   The reflecting sheen of the insignia was impressive but the grey color the creator 
had used was a little off.  Although, to an untrained eye, it was a very good example of a 
forgery. 

The attendant dropped the two glasses by the table and I handed him a few notes to 
cover the cost. 

“Keep what is left,” I said. 

“Shi Jie blesses you,” he bowed and retreated into the cart. 

“So, Changpu Chou,” she looked at me over the glass that brimmed with white foam, 
some of which was gently sliding down the side and onto her slender fingers, “what are 
the codes to the dome?” 

“It is not that easy, Jiahui Ma,” I took a sip and then placed the glass down in front of 
me, “you must help me assist your fellow runners.” 

“I have not seen any others,” she said, visibly tightening up. 

I had been doing this for long enough to know that she was obviously lying. 

“My community can help you all, we just need to know where we can find those who 
need help.  Shi Jie-“ 

“Do not speak to me of Shi Jie,” she interrupted.   “Shi Jie has abandoned us all.”  
Immediately after she had spoken the words she retracted to the back of her seat and 
whipped her head around to see if anyone had heard that damning morsel from our 
conversation. 

I was silent as she scanned the Night Market but she gradually calmed and then leaned 
in to me and said, in a quieter voice: “I am a good woman who has produced 10 strong 
offspring.   I was known in all four districts of the Xie Ma Dome for singing the most 
beautiful songs at the Wei Bu ceremony every fall until I got married as a 21.   I was not 
a tardy.  I was a good woman.  I do not want to die.” 

I just nodded. 
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After a few moments of silence, I said: “Please, I know you are a good woman. And a 
good woman would want her fellow runners to reach safety as well.  Do you know where 
any other runners are?” 

I listed off three names that I knew were on the Dai Liu but had not been apprehended.  
Jiahui Ma said she had only heard of the whereabouts of one, a man named Long Pei, 
who was hiding in the floor of a couple of 33s in Xiu Mei Chen district. 

I thanked her for her assistance and assured her that I would find Long Pei myself and 
escort him to safety. 

“So may I now know the codes for dome?” 

I nodded. 

A black gloved hand came down on her shoulder.   She looked up at the man standing 
over her and her entire body seized up.  It looked like she was trying to scream but there 
was no sound.  Her mouth was open wide in a silent grimace that I found almost pitiful. 

The man’s black and red suit was fitted with a black metal chest plate that molded to his 
form; it was part of the standard equipment the Imperial Army provided to its soldiers.  
Another Imperial solder came up behind the first and gripped the hair of the hysterical 
Jiahui Ma.  The soldier violently ripped her out of her chair and began marching her out 
of the Night Market into an adjacent alley behind the Pori cart. 

“So where are we looking, brother Changpu Chou?”  The soldier asked me. 

“Some 33s in Xiu Mei Chen district are hiding Long Pei.” 

There was a jolting blast of gunfire from the alley behind the Pori cart but no one in the 
Night Market seemed to notice. 

“Why do they flee?” The Imperial soldier asked me.   “If you’re an honourable 40 your 
name will be remembered honourably for all time.” 

I shrugged, “I could not tell you.” 
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An ontological discussion with 
Matt 

 “Every person is actually the same being experiencing reality subjectively,” Matt 
pulled the cup to his mouth. His words were spoken as though they were mundane and 
ordinary; some trivial conversation about some idle piece of gossip. 
 They sat down in the café after both had ordered drinks. 
Lillith was so shaken by the enormity of Matt’s words that her body convulsed as 
though her whole body was doing a comically exaggerated double take for some hammy 
vaudevillian act. 
 “Holy fuck? What?” She immediately covered her mouth. “Sorry,” she looked 
down, embarrassed. “I meant, to say . . .” 
 “I think you meant to say ‘holy fuck’,” Matt grinned. 
 She chuckled shyly and then tried to sit up straight. “Okay, I’m going to think 
about this critically. Convince me.” 
 “I think humans are identical pieces of the same being, but are represented in the 
physical world separately by each person’s consciousness. And only in that way are we 
differentiated. If we went back to the spiritual world we’d just be part of that same 
being. All consciousness is supplied by one being hosting separate bodies; a meta-
subjective view of reality.” 
 “Hmmm, so that thing is everybody?” she swirled the coffee around with her 
brown plastic stir stick. 
 “Yes, but I think it’s a single being from a duality. There is good essence and evil 
essence inside us. When one of the essences controls another being more than the other 
that person becomes good or bad.” 
 “That would explain why so many religions are built around the idea that the 
world started by God for humans. Maybe consciousness developed when this entity was 
able to harness the body of the homo sapiens and insert it’s consciousness onto it,” she 
took a drink from her coffee. 

�73



Apparitions  
and Premonitions

a short story anthology 

 “I believe that the first modern man and woman were given consciousness by just 
such an entity. So the Bible’s Adam and Eve were actually just the first two homo 
sapiens that had consciousness. And that explains how there were other homo sapiens 
for Cain and Able to mate with. They were just mating with homo sapiens who hadn’t 
attained consciousness. Maybe the first consciousness was only in Adam and Eve, but 
then through birth it separated from Adam and Eve into Cain and Able. And then was 
transferred to the rest of humanity through Cain. Eating from the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil was a metaphor for homo sapiens attaining consciousness. Both good 
and evil energies existed together as one in both Adam and Eve, but when they had 
children the energies were split apart. Cain contained more evil than good and Able 
contained more good than evil. But then Cain killed Able and the majority of goodness 
was lost from the timeline and the rest of humanity is filled with the evil energy that 
Cain propagated through the generations.” 
 “What if Adam and Eve have a good son that was hidden away?” 
 “Woah. What if he wasn’t written about again until Mary, but rather than the 
virgin birth, Mary was actually part of the biological line of the good son of Adam and 
Eve had hidden away from Cain’s evil lineage. What if in that isolation from Cain the 
good energy lineage exercised a kind of sexual selection where only those with a high 
amount of goodness were allowed to procreate until we reach Jesus who was almost 
entirely good energy. When Jesus became aware of the way that the Jewish religion had 
been distorted as a system of control over the people through the influence of an elite 
few, he decided to expose humanity to the real message. Everyone is a subjective piece 
of God’s consciousness.” 
 “What if the context of what Jesus said was altered by the people who reprinted 
the Bible? The original Hebrew was changed to Greek and then from Greek to Old 
English, right? I’m pretty sure that’s right,” it had been a long time since she was ever in 
Sunday School and she really didn’t know that much about religion so she decided to 
stop herself and Matt continued. 
 She looked down at the floor. 
 “There are single words in certain languages that represent whole concepts. Since 
word is a whole concept, it can only be translated as a sentence when there is no 
equivalent word in the language it’s being translated into. Although, actually I can’t 
think of an example in English,” he paused, scrunching his face together and looking up 
as though he were trying to peer inside his brain with his eyes and that somehow that 
would help him remember. “Well, the French have a word ennui. And ennui, means . . . 
actually,” Matt pulled out his smartphone and entered the word into the search engine 
on his browser. After an unbelievably short time, which wasn’t appreciated or even 
acknowledged as being as miraculous as it was, the smartphone gave him the knowledge 
he was desiring. “Ennui is the feeling of weariness and dissatisfaction. That one word 
actually means an entire concept. And the word petrichor! That is the scent of rain on 

�74



Apparitions  
and Premonitions

a short story anthology 

dry earth. Both are concepts condensed into one word. What words in original Hebrew 
were like ennui and petrichor? Maybe the meaning conveyed in those original words 
were mistranslated when the scriptures were transferred over to Greek. And then again 
when the Bible was translated into English? I always wondered if when Jesus said ‘we 
should love another as yourself,’ he wasn’t meaning you should love one another as 
separate, disconnected individuals. Maybe he was saying you actually ARE the other 
person. Only you are subjectively viewing existence and have a different individual past 
that we have named as our self to which we tether recollections of events as having 
happened to that self. But it’s only because we’ve had different experiences from one 
another that shape our behaviour and the way we interact and perceive the world. 
There’s that atheistic argument that religion is dependant on where you are born. If 
you’re born in the US you’re probably going to be a Christian. If you’re born in China 
you’ll be a Confucian or a Buddhist and if you’re Japanese you’ll probably be Shinto. 
Those cultural designations and expectations will colour your experience of reality.” 
 Lillith remained silent. Staring, unblinking, contemplating. 
 Matt continued: “rather than being separate and antagonistic we should 
recognize that while we are only experiencing the world subjectively, our consciousness 
is the same consciousness as any and every other person experiencing reality 
subjectively through their body. That’s a pretty intense idea for the whole of humanity to 
posses if a certain amount of subjective experiencers want to retain their individuality 
and their control and power over others. So what did the Pharisees do? Well they killed 
Jesus and then made it seem like he was a heretic. He was going up against the control, 
the influence, the power, and the evil that Cain’s lineage stood for. Cain’s influence as 
the evil force even ended up usurping the spiritual message that Jesus true followers 
were trying to get out. The church instead used Christianity the religion to control the 
masses. Not to free them with knowledge. In the Dark Ages only the clergy and 
noblemen could really read. Why? ‘Cause knowledge. That’s why! Those who possess 
knowledge possess the power to shape the perception of those who do not have that 
knowledge. Have you ever told a lie and you knew it was a lie but the other person you 
told trust you so much that they believe that you are telling them the truth. In that 
moment you have altered their experience of objective reality. With words, you have 
changed that person’s awareness of truth. You have made an illusory film that obscures 
the other person’s awareness of the true, objective reality. So yah, if most people can’t 
read, they can’t verify whether what the bishop at the front of the church is actually 
reading is written on the pages of the book in front of him, or whether the speech and its 
meaning are simply propaganda that aims to control the thoughts and actions of others 
for the benefit of the elite. That’s why whenever I hear something I also put the 
information through a prism of critical observation. Who is telling me this information? 
Why are they telling me this information? Could the messenger have a motive or a 
bias?” 

�75



Apparitions  
and Premonitions

a short story anthology 

 Lillith continued to stare at him. She was aware now that he was emitting a subtle 
light that danced in the air around him. She felt a recognition of understanding in his 
eyes and then she felt an odd sense of deja-vu. She remembered this experience. She 
remembered this conversation but she remembered it through the subjective experience 
of Matt.
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