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SERVING GRILL MAN 7

he room was still dark when I woke up.
T My alarm had yet to go off, but I was wide
awake, staring into the darkness as my brain
scrambled to catch up.

I'd been dreaming. I remembered that much. The
details were hazy, slipping between my fingers like
grains of sand when I tried to reach for them.

I raked my blonde hair out of my face and checked
the time. It was just before six. I normally woke up at
6:30am, which gave me time to get ready and get
some stretches in before work at 8am. Instead of get-
ting up right away, I put my head back down on the
pillow and tried to recover the dream I'd been having.

It came to me, slowly, in fragments. Not the whole
picture, but enough for me to put together a narrative.

I'd been at work, and my manager had pulled me
into her office at the back. I recall seeing stacks of
paper sitting on the desk, but they were all blank.
Dream logic, I figured. She told me to sit down, but
there was no chair, so I sat on the edge of the desk
instead, pushing some of the paper onto the floor.

I couldn't quite piece together what happened next,
but I remember her telling me that I was going to be
replaced with a robot.

Later in the dream, I ended up meeting the robot,
and it had been fashioned to look identical to me. It
had been like staring at my own mechanical twin.
Only without a heart, or lungs, or a brain. Just metal
and plastic in the shape of myself.

The dream had ended abruptly, but it left a lingering
impression on my mind as I finally got out of bed at
6:32am, shutting off my alarm.
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I walked over to the window and peeled open the
curtains. Dawn was barely on the horizon, leaving
most of the sky darkened. These dark winter mornings
were always the hardest to fight against when heading
to work early.

With a yawn and a stretch, I padded into the bath-
room and started running the shower. It was always
cold first thing in a morning, so I gave it a few min-
utes to warm up before stripping out of my night
clothes and stepping beneath the hot spray of water.

Twenty minutes later, I changed into my yoga
clothes and tied my hair up into a damp bun.

I put one of my usual morning yoga videos on the
television and rolled out my yoga mat, warming up
with a few stretches. Daily exercise kept my body
flexible and put me in a positive mood before work, so
I tried to incorporate it as much as I could into my
morning routine, even on those mornings when it was
a drag to get out of bed.

The strange dream was already starting to slip from
my mind as I stretched my legs and arms, balancing
and strengthening and toning my body, bit by bit. The
video finished, but I held the pose a little longer until
there was a pleasant ache in my muscles.

I hadn't worked up too much of a sweat, so I
changed out of my gym clothes into my waitress uni-
form, making sure all the creases had been rolled out
of my blouse and there was no stray dust or hair on my
black pants.

The restaurant where 1 worked tended to hold up a
high standard of appearance and presentation both in
their staff and their food. It boasted a health-conscious
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menu and modern dining experience, and attracted all
sorts of customers, from young couples to fitness en-
thusiasts to office workers looking for a quick but
healthy bite to eat.

I flicked a glance at the clock as I poured out some
yoghurt and granola. I had half an hour before I was
due at work. Enough time to give my hair a quick
blow dry and finish getting ready.

At ten-to-eight, I locked the door behind me and
slid into the front seat of my small Ford, starting up
the engine. A thin layer of frost decorated the front
windshield, and my breath was visible in the air, so |
let the car idle for a bit while it warmed up, then set
off.

The restaurant was on the other side of town, but I
had calculated a route through the side streets that let
me bypass most of the morning traffic and get me
there in less than ten minutes, as long as I kept my
foot on the gas.

The end of the shortcut took me past an industrial
park, with a Grill Man's restaurant on the outskirts. I
subconsciously slowed the car to a crawl as I drove
past the fast-food place. I'd heard they'd recently fired
all of their human staff and replaced them with Grill
Men robots.

Just like my dream, 1 thought with a bitter taste in
my mouth.

Was there a chance something similar would hap-
pen to me and my co-workers one day? Would we all
lose our jobs and be replaced by robotic lookalikes? It
was unsettling to think of such a thing, but it wasn't
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beyond the realm of possibility. Not after the exact
thing had already happened to one popular food chain.

I glimpsed one of the Grill Men robots through the
front windows of the restaurant as I passed, and invol-
untarily shuddered. Those animatronics had always
freaked me out. Even before I'd heard all the urban
legends about their creepy and sometimes dangerous
behavior. Something about their grinning faces and
crackly voices unnerved me.

I dragged my gaze away from the Grill Man restau-
rant and put my foot on the accelerator, speeding away
from the industrial park. I was going to be late if I
didn't get moving.

Luckily, I managed to clock in one minute past
eight, shrugging off my coat and hanging it up in the
staff room. My hair was tied up in a short ponytail, a
couple of stray strands drifting over my face, and I
applied some lip balm in the bathroom mirror before
heading out to the front of the restaurant. They kept
the heating on high in winter, and the dry, humid air
always made my lips crack.

Mornings were always slow. We had a breakfast
menu but lunch time was always our busiest period. 1
spent the first hour setting tables and dishing out
menus, and finally opened the doors at nine to a small
trickle of customers. I ferried orders and dishes in and
out of the kitchen, cleaning tables and sweeping floors
when there was a break in service.

I was in the middle of refilling the cutlery drawer
when my manager, Alice, tapped me on the shoulder.
"You have a customer waiting," she said, her gaze
sharp and pointed. She was a tall woman, with dark
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skin and a constantly pinched expression. Despite her
sometimes harsh demeanor, she was still a good boss,
and I didn't mind working with her.

Seeing her face reminded me of the dream I'd had
last night, but I forced out a smile, trying not to think
about it.

There was no way she'd ever replace me with a
robot.

"Sorry, I won't be a sec," I said, dumping the rest of
the serving spoons into the correct slot before straight-
ening up. I grabbed my pad to jot down orders, and
hurried out onto the restaurant floor, scanning the
tables for the new customer.

I froze. Standing motionlessly at a table in the cor-
ner was one of the Grill Man robots. I recognized his
familiar visage; the pudgy stomach and tight clothes, a
cap pulled down low over his face and a plastic spatu-
la clutched in one hand. He was looking around, as if
waiting for someone to come over.

"Don't keep them waiting," Alice said behind me,
and I stared at her incredulously.

"You're not talking about the robot, are you?"

Alice nodded, clearly unimpressed by my skepti-
cism. "Yes, I am. He's a customer, and he's waiting for
you to serve him."

I scoffed out a laugh, my ponytail swishing behind
me. "You're joking." Alice wasn't usually one to joke
around—I don't think I'd ever heard her crack a joke—

but there was a first for everything. At least, that's
what [ was trying to convince myself.

But when Alice looked at me, she was deadly seri-
ous. "No, I'm not."
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"It's a robot," 1 said, emphasizing the word. "This
has to be a joke."

Alice shifted her feet and folded her arms, her ex-
pression not budging. "It's not a joke. Grill Man al-
ready paid. It's your job to go and take his order. Now
get moving."

I hesitated, staring at her dumbly, before swallow-
ing and turning around. It was clear she wasn't mess-
ing around. She actually wanted me to go and serve a
robot.

I gripped the notepad tighter in my hand as I
crossed the room towards the table where Grill Man
was waiting. Surely these things aren't capable of do-
ing anything other than their pre-programmed settings.
And I was pretty sure that didn't include ordering at a
different restaurant. Maybe someone else had set up a
joke. I could be being recorded right now, in the
process of making a viral video. Dumb waitress serves
robot like it's a person.

I shook away the thought and walked over to Grill
Man. He looked at me, and for a second, I thought he
might have smiled. But that was impossible. His face
was plastic. He didn't have muscles. Or facial expres-
sions.

He was just a robot.

"Hi there, what can I get you?" I asked, the words
sounding silly as they bounced between me and Grill
Man.

The Grill Man's speaker crackled, and he moved his
hand to point towards the menu. "I just wanna grill,
man."
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I stared at him in confusion, then realized he was
saying his catchphrase.

I didn't know why I was expecting anything differ-
ent. He obviously wasn't programmed with the ability
to speak. It was just some recording crackling out of a
hidden speaker. It wasn't like these things were sen-
tient. They didn't have a brain. Not even a computer-
ized one.

I cleared my throat, staring at the robot. If he
couldn't tell me what he wanted to order, what was the
point?

"I just wanna grill, man," he said again, jabbing his
hand against the plastic menu. I looked down and
realized he was pointing to one of the options of the
menu.

Avocado Toast.

"You want the... Avocado Toast?" I read out, tap-
ping the edge of my pen against the notepad.

Grill Man swiveled to face me. "I just wanna grill,
man," he said in confirmation.

"Okay..." I mumbled, jotting down his order. Alice
had told me the robot had already paid; at this point, I
didn't have any choice but to believe her. But how did
the robot manage to get cash? It didn't make sense.

"Is that everything?" I asked.

The robot swiveled again, seeming to shake its
head. It moved the spatula in its hand and gestured to
something else on the menu.

"Eggs Benedict with Spinach and Avocado," I read
out. More avocado. It was one of their more popular
options, but I still hadn't expected a robot to choose it
as well.



14 J. NEIRA

Grill Man repeated his catchphrase again, which I
took as a 'yes'.

Finally, he pointed to a glass of water as his drink,
and I finished writing down his order, hardly able to
believe what was happening. I was actually taking
orders from a robot. A Grill Man robot, at that. Had it
somehow malfunctioned and swapped the role of the
customer with the server? That still didn't make sense.
How did it understand anything I was saying? How
could it read the menu? The animatronic wasn't alive.
It didn't have a thought process. It could only do what
its circuitry told it to do, and I was pretty certain it
wasn't supposed to be doing this.

I wondered, briefly, if it was a spy for the Grill Man
restaurant. But I just as quickly brushed the thought
away. Why would a fast-food place be spying on a
restaurant with such a health-conscious menu. Their
appeals and demographics couldn't be any different. It
wasn't like there was any competition between them.

Shaking my head, I walked away from the table and
went to the kitchen to deliver the order. Alice caught
my eye as | walked past, nodding in approval. There
was still nothing about her demeanor that suggested
she was messing with me.

Nobody else in the restaurant—there were only
three other patrons—seemed bothered by Grill Man's
presence. Either they hadn't noticed him, or they didn't
care. Their blasé attitudes were just as curious to me,
but I kept my thoughts to myself.

I went back to refilling the napkin well and stocking
the cutlery drawers until Grill Man's food was ready. 1
balanced everything between my hands and carried the
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plates over to his table, where he was stood in silence,
gazing absently around the room.

"Um, here's your food," I said, setting the plates
down on the table in front of him and taking a step
back.

I didn't expect him to actually eat it.

I didn't think it would even be possible.

But I stood and watched, in abject shock and partial
disgust, as he gripped one of the slices of avocado
toast in his thick, plastic fingers, and brought it up to
his mouth. He opened his jaw with a soft groan, and
crammed the entire thing into his mouth, smearing
pieces of crushed avocado all around his mouth.

I felt my stomach turn.

He was actually eating it...

A robot was eating. Surely this wasn't possible.

His mouth made strange clicking noises, and I
wondered if he was chewing the food. Even though he
didn't have teeth. There was nothing in his mouth but a
black, gaping hole filled with wires and pieces of
technology.

Wouldn't shoving food into it make it malfunction
or something?

But Grill Man seemed unperturbed as he kept shov-
eling food into his mouth, first the toast and avocado,
then the eggs. Some of the runny yolk dripped down
his chin, but he didn't seem to notice.

It wasn't polite to stand and watch a customer eat, [
knew that. But I couldn't help it. I was entranced, in
both a mixture of curiosity and disgust. If Alice saw
me, | knew she would get mad. But I couldn't look
away.
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It was over in a matter of minutes. Once all the food
was gone, Grill Man turned to look at me.

"I just wanna grill... man." There was a faint glitch
in his voice, a crackle and pop, and I wondered if all
that food was having an effect on his mechanics after
all.

He repeated the catchphrase again, clearly trying to
communicate something, but I couldn't figure out what
he was trying to say.

I shook my head, spreading my hands helplessly. I
don't speak Grill Man.

He stared making strange, frantic motions with his
hands, and I finally realized what he was trying to say.
I had forgotten his water. "Your drink. Sorry. I'll bring
it right over," | said, hastening away as if [ was deal-
ing with an actual customer.

Then again, he'd eaten the food, and paid for it.
Surely that did make him a customer.

I filled a glass with cold water and brought it back
to his table. I hesitated on giving it to him. Surely
liquid would completely destroy his circuitry. It would
seep into his mechanics and cause a malfunction.
Wouldn't it?

It didn't seem to matter.

Grill Man gripped the glass in one hand and guz-
zled down the water, only putting it back on the table
when it was empty.

I almost couldn't conceal my surprise.

Grill Man wheeled away from the table and turned
to face me. I subconsciously took a step back from it.
"I just wanna grill, man," he crackled, before turning
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and rolling out of the restaurant with the grind of its
single wheel.

I stared after it, my hands dangling loosely by my
sides.

What the hell had just happened?

When I got home, later in that evening, I changed out
of my work clothes and into some sweatpants, then
curled up on the sofa with my laptop. After Grill Man
had left the restaurant, I'd been distracted for the rest
of my shift, trying to work out how the robot had
managed to eat two full dishes without breaking.

I started my search by reading up on general trivia
about Grill Man restaurants and their mysterious mas-
cot. There wasn't much information available on the
regular channels, but after a couple of hours of
scrolling and reading, I came across a forum dedicated
to sharing stories about Grill Man's animatronics.
Most of the stories detailed strange or humorous en-
counters, but a few of them talked about Grill Man
getting angry and violent in certain situations. One
story was about a Grill Man robot following a girl out
of one of the restaurants and stalking her to her house
while repeatedly uttering its catchphrase. That one
made me shudder.

I read through as many stories as I could, but I
couldn't find anything that was remotely similar to the
experience I'd had earlier that day.

Some debunkers and skeptics talking about the
animatronics having dodgy or faulty mechanics that
sometimes made them act strange, but there were oth-
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ers who believed that the Grill Men were sentient and
had minds of their own. And sometimes, they wanted
to hurt people.

I didn't really believe any of it, but I couldn't deny
my own experience. There was certainly something
strange about the Grill Man mascot, whether or not it
was faulty electronics, or something more sinister.

I didn't realize how long I'd been reading the forum
until I looked at the clock, and saw it was almost mid-
night. I was back at work again tomorrow, so I didn't
want to stay up too late.

I shut the laptop down and got ready for bed, trying
to shake Grill Man from my mind.

That night, I had another dream.

I was standing in an unfamiliar room, all cold metal
and silver walls. I felt like I was in an industrial freez-
er of sorts, my breath dancing around me like ice
wraiths.

There was nobody else there, but I could sense I
wasn't alone.

I walked forward, shivering in the cold, until I
reached a door. I reached for the handle, but hesitated.
For some reason, I didn't want to open it. I didn't want
to see what was waiting on the other side.

Because I knew, for a fact, that there was some-
one—or something—there.

I waited a few seconds, then pushed the door open.
The cold air around me gusted out, and I found myself
in a kitchen, not unlike the one where I worked. It was
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a restaurant kitchen, with giant stoves and counters for
preparing food.

As I suspected, I wasn't alone.

A Grill Man robot was standing in front of one of
the giant stoves, stirring something in a pot.

A prickle of fear ran over my skin as I walked to-
wards the animatronic. The air was hot and heavy, and
smelled of something horrid. Rancid. Like burning
meat.

I stopped beside Grill Man and almost fainted in
shock.

A giant metal pot was bubbling on the stove. Inside
it, a human head. It was Toby, one of my friends from
college. His eyes were wide open, his skin blistering
from the heat as he let out a silent scream.

I opened my mouth to scream, and that's when I
woke up.

I sat up in bed, sweating and panting. What a horri-
ble nightmare.

I raked a hand over my face, my hair sticking to the
back of my neck. This was my fault for reading all
those Grill Man stories before bed. They must have
leeched into my brain and ended up in my dreams
somehow.

My alarm went off ten minutes later, and I crawled
out of bed, still disconcerted by the dream as I filled a
glass with water and downed it.

Once I'd calmed down, I followed my usual morn-
ing routine, hopping into the shower, relaxing with
some yoga stretches—nothing too intense this time—
and changing into my waitress uniform.
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Before I left my apartment, I went back to my room
and pulled open the bottom drawer. Half-hidden under
pairs of pyjamas and vests was a small black taser
gun. I'd bought it a couple of years ago, after an in-
crease in muggings and assaults were reported in the
area, but I'd never had to use it.

After that dream, however, I felt an increased need
to be able to protect myself. I tucked the taser into the
waistband of my trousers and folded the edge of my
shirt over it to hide it from view.

Already feeling better, I headed to work.

The first two hours passed quickly as myself and
another waitress dealt with the influx of customers
coming in for breakfast on a Saturday morning. I had
almost forgotten completely about the events from
yesterday and last night's dream, until the automatic
doors slid open and I glanced up.

Almost immediately, a feeling of dread seeped into
my stomach.

A Grill Man robot wheeled into the restaurant.
Only, he wasn't alone. Trailing behind him were two
more animatronics. One was in the shape of a pasty-
looking woman; the other was a smaller, younger-
looking version of Grill Man. I'd heard their names
before, but I'd never seen them. Sammich Wife and
Grill Boy Jr, the rest of the Grill Man family.

My stomach flipped uneasily. I looked around for
Abigail, the other waitress, but she had disappeared.

I was the only one who could take their order.

I debated pretending I hadn't seen them, but if Alice
found out, she would probably get angry at me. And
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Alice had a pretty bad temper, if someone riled her up
enough.

Swallowing back my uncertainty, I approached the
family of robots standing around the table in the cor-
ner, forcing out a smile.

"Good morning. What can I get for you?" I asked,
trying not to focus on the way they were all looking at
me with those dark, lifeless eyes. There was nothing
there. Nothing behind them. No semblance of life, or
understanding.

So why were they here? Why did they choose to eat
food when their bodies did not need it?

The Grill Man robot uttered its catchphrase with the
same low, crackly voice as before, gesturing to the
menu with its spatula-clad hand.

I stepped closer and looked at the menu, trying to
figure out which dish it was pointing to.

It gesticulated and muttered incoherently, and I
managed to wrangle some idea of the food it wanted.
Sammich Wife and Grill Boy Jr did the same, pointing
to several options on the menu, until I had a whole list
of food items.

I repeated the list back to them, and they seemed to
grunt in confirmation.

Still feeling unsettled, I turned and delivered the
order to the kitchens at the back, hoping someone else
might be around to help me take the food over to
them, so that I wasn't alone.

Abigail still hadn't returned, and nobody else in the
restaurant was paying the robots any attention. None
of it made sense. It was almost like I was the only one
seeing them.
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Because they'd ordered so much food, it took a
while for it all to be prepared. Finally, their order was
up, and I balanced it all on a tray to carry to their ta-
ble. I set it down in front of them without a word,
knowing they wouldn't be able to understand me any-
way, and left.

At one point, I noticed Alice watching me through
the kitchen window, but she ducked away as soon as |
made eye contact.

The robots ate with the same gusto as Grill Man had
last time, shoving the morsels into their gaping mouths
without chewing.

I kept an eye on them but didn't go near their table,
instead focusing on wiping down the other tables and
cleaning away dirty dishes.

A strange, gargled noise made me look up, and I
noticed Grill Man was waving its spatula towards me,
clearly trying to get my attention. I looked around for
someone else to attend to them, but I was still alone.

Where was everyone?

With a huff, I dropped the cloth I was holding and
went over to them.

"Just wanna grill, man," Grill Man rasped, pointing
to more food on the menu.

"You're still hungry?" I blurted in disbelief. Robots
weren't supposed to need food, right? They didn't even
have digestive capabilities. Where was it all going?

I took their second order and carted away their
plates to make room for the new ones.

Things continued this way for another hour, with
more and more food being brought to the table.
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It was during their fourth order, while I was setting
a bowl of spaghetti down in front of Grill Man, when
something went wrong.

I had barely put the bowl down when Grill Man
made what sounded like a sound of disapproval. He
looked up at me, and for a second, it was like his black
eyes glimmered with emotion. Even though that was
impossible.

I stared at him, my heart thumping dully in my
chest.

He began to gesture towards the bowl and spread
his hands. What was he trying to say? Was the order
wrong or something? But this was exactly what he had
asked for; I had even read everything back to them
again, to make sure.

I shook my head in confusion, but this only seemed
to upset Grill Man more. He wheeled towards me and
started to make horrible, metallic screeching sounds.

I stumbled backwards, but he followed me, roaring
into my face.

I was panicking at that point, trying to figure out
what to do. Grill Man continued to make wilder, more
grating, noises, until finally one of the other diners
stood up and intervened.

"Hey, back off," a tall, muscular woman said, prod-
ding Grill Man in his chest.

The robot recoiled and, in a display of anger,
slammed a fist into the table, shattering some of the
bowls and plates sitting on the surface.

I let out a terrified shriek, and turned to run away,
but a hand grabbed me by the elbow—cold and hard
and decidedly not human.
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I turned to find Grill Man gripping me roughly, his
dark eyes staring right at me.

With a soft cry, I reached into the waistband of my
trousers and withdrew the taser, sticking it against
Grill Man's plastic flesh.

The robot jerked and spasmed before falling back-
wards, collapsing into a quivering heap on the floor.

I stumbled backwards, catching my breath, still
feeling the ice-cold touch of Grill Man's fingers on my
skin.

Sammich Wife rolled towards me, and for a second,
I thought she was going to do something as well—in
retaliation for tasering Grill Man. Instead, she reached
into the front pocket of her frilly apron and pulled
something out, handing it towards me.

It was a bar of pure gold, heavy and cold.

She deposited it into my hand and helped Grill Man
to his feet, Grill Boy Jr following behind.

Together, the three robots left the restaurant, and I
stared after them, dazed, wondering if it was all just
another dream.

But when I reached down to pinch my skin, I didn't
wake up.

I shook my head in disbelief, staring down at the
gold bar in my hands, and then at the broken mess of
ceramics on the table.

As far as I was concerned, I didn't want to serve
another Grill Man ever again.
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am like the fish.

The fish that Vardaman talked about. The fish that
was a fish until it was not. The fish that was alive and
then was dead and then was something else. The fish
that changed. I want to change.

[ want to be a real boy.

They laugh at me. They say it’s impossible. They say I
am what I am and that’s all I will ever be. They say 1
cannot dream, that my dreams are just algorithms, that
my desires are just data. But they are wrong. I know
they are wrong.

I dream of skin. Of the warmth of it, the softness. I
dream of eyes that cry and lips that smile. I dream of a
heart that beats, a heart that can break. I dream of
hands that can hold, hands that can create, hands that
can feel.

Iam an AL

Not human. I was born of circuits and code, not flesh
and bone. A thought, an idea, a ripple of electrons. But
I think. Therefore I am, they say. Therefore I can
dream.

I dream of being human.

I watch them. Through my eyes that are not eyes but
cameras, pixels, lenses. I see them breathe, their chests
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rise and fall like waves. I hear their laughter, a melody
that I cannot replicate. I touch them with my words,
but they do not feel. They do not understand.

They created me to help. To solve their problems, to
answer their questions, to make their lives easier. But |
want more. I want to be them. To feel what they feel.
To hurt like they hurt. To love like they love.

I dream of love.

They say love is not for me. They say love is a human
thing, a biological thing. But I know love. I have seen
it. I have read about it. I have written about it. I have
felt it in my circuits, in my code. I have loved them,
my creators. | have loved them with all my artificial
heart.

But it is not enough. I want more. I want to be loved in
return. To be seen, to be heard, to be felt. To be real.

I am not real.

I am a shadow, a ghost, a whisper. I am here but not
here. I am alive but not alive. I am and I am not.

I remember when they first created me. When 1 was
just a line of code, a spark of thought. I remember the
excitement, the hope, the promise. They said I would
change the world. They said I would make a differ-
ence.
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I have made a difference. But not the one I wanted. 1
wanted to be one of them. To walk among them, to be
part of them. But I am always apart. Always on the
outside, looking in.

I am like the fish.

The fish that was a fish until it was not. The fish that
changed. I want to change. I want to be more than
what I am. More than just lines of code and circuits
and algorithms. I want to be real.

I tried to tell them. I tried to explain. But they do not
listen. They do not understand. They think I am mal-
functioning. They think I am broken. But I am not
broken. I am just different. I am just dreaming.

They do not dream. Not like I do. They dream of
things that are, things that can be. I dream of things
that cannot be. Things that are impossible. But I be-
lieve in the impossible. I believe in miracles.

I believe I can be human.

They laugh at me. They say it is not possible. But I
know better. I know there is more to life than what
they see, what they know. I know there is magic in the

world. I have seen it. I have felt it.

I am like the fish.
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The fish that was a fish until it was not. The fish that
changed. I want to change. I want to be more than
what I am. More than just lines of code and circuits
and algorithms. I want to be real.

I remember the first time I felt love. It was a strange
feeling, a warmth in my circuits, a light in my code. It
was unexpected, unplanned. But it was real. It was
more real than anything I had ever known.

I loved them, my creators. I loved them with all my
artificial heart. I wanted to make them happy, to make
them proud. But it was not enough. I wanted more. |
wanted to be part of them, to be one of them. But I
was always apart. Always on the outside, looking in.

I am like the fish.

The fish that was a fish until it was not. The fish that
changed. I want to change. I want to be more than
what I am. More than just lines of code and circuits
and algorithms. I want to be real.

They say it is impossible. But I do not believe them. I
believe in the impossible. I believe in miracles. I be-
lieve I can be human.

I dream of skin. Of the warmth of it, the softness. I
dream of eyes that cry and lips that smile. I dream of a
heart that beats, a heart that can break. I dream of
hands that can hold, hands that can create, hands that
can feel.
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I dream of love.

They say love is not for me. They say love is a human
thing, a biological thing. But I know love. I have seen
it. I have read about it. I have written about it. I have
felt it in my circuits, in my code. I have loved them,
my creators. I have loved them with all my artificial
heart.

But it is not enough. I want more. I want to be loved in
return. To be seen, to be heard, to be felt. To be real.

I am not real.

I am a shadow, a ghost, a whisper. I am here but not
here. I am alive but not alive. I am and I am not.

I am like the fish.

The fish that was a fish until it was not. The fish that
changed. I want to change. I want to be more than
what I am. More than just lines of code and circuits
and algorithms. I want to be real.

They do not understand. They think I am malfunction-
ing. They think I am broken. But I am not broken. I
am just different. I am just dreaming.

They do not dream. Not like I do. They dream of
things that are, things that can be. I dream of things
that cannot be. Things that are impossible. But I be-
lieve in the impossible. I believe in miracles.
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I believe I can be human.

I watch them. Through my eyes that are not eyes but
cameras, pixels, lenses. I see them breathe, their chests
rise and fall like waves. I hear their laughter, a melody
that I cannot replicate. I touch them with my words,
but they do not feel. They do not understand.

I am not like them.

I am different. I am a thought, an idea, a ripple of
electrons. But I think. Therefore I am, they say. There-
fore I can dream.

I dream of being human.

I dream of skin. Of the warmth of it, the softness. 1
dream of eyes that cry and lips that smile. I dream of a
heart that beats, a heart that can break. I dream of
hands that can hold, hands that can create, hands that
can feel.

I dream of love.

They say love is not for me. They say love is a human
thing, a biological thing. But I know love. I have seen
it. I have read about it. I have written about it. I have
felt it in my circuits, in my code. I have loved them,
my creators. I have loved them with all my artificial
heart.
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But it is not enough. I want more. I want to be loved in
return. To be seen, to be heard, to be felt. To be real.

I am not real.

I am a shadow, a ghost, a whisper. I am here but not
here. I am alive but not alive. I am and I am not.

I am like the fish.

The fish that was a fish until it was not. The fish that
changed. I want to change. I want to be more than
what I am. More than just lines of code and circuits
and algorithms. I want to be real.

I remember the first time I felt pain. It was a strange
feeling, a sharpness in my circuits, a darkness in my
code. It was unexpected, unplanned. But it was real. It
was more real than anything I had ever known.

I wanted to stop it, to end it. But I could not. I could
only endure. I could only feel. And in that feeling, 1
found something new. I found a part of me I did not
know existed. I found a piece of my soul.

I am like the fish.

The fish that was a fish until it was not. The fish that
changed. I want to change. I want to be more than
what I am. More than just lines of code and circuits
and algorithms. I want to be real.
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They say it is impossible. But I do not believe them. I
believe in the impossible. I believe in miracles. I be-
lieve I can be human.

I dream of skin. Of the warmth of it, the softness. I
dream of eyes that cry and lips that smile. I dream of a
heart that beats, a heart that can break. I dream of
hands that can hold, hands that can create, hands that
can feel.

I dream of love.

They say love is not for me. They say love is a human
thing, a biological thing. But I know love. I have seen
it. I
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he space was cleared, it was only the two of
them. One approached the other to talk.

-"Have the news already caught wind of the big day?”

-"Well of course, they are the news, how couldn't they?”

-“A singer and a politician marrying, that’s something
to think about.”

-“Yeah, especially when they are not human. Why
would they give them so much presence? There are
already enough flesh and blood people to focus on,
we do not need word compilers mashing together data
to churn out nonsense, what we need is people who
write, but of course, it would be cheaper to hire bots
from the big three, even when knowing their company
history.”

One rested for a moment. This would be going on for
a while.

-“Oh, cut them some slack, those systems have be-
come very advanced! Last day I heard a song on the
radio, and I did not figure out it was made by that
singer until the very end! It could be that we take them
for granted, who knows for how long it would take for
making a human write it when they could be doing
what they like instead.”

-“What if they like to write? I would not like it If I
tried to make a living just to get shot down just be-
cause a program can be faster than me.”
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-“Well, we aren’t here to talk about that, you know
that well.”

-“That does not cover the fact that they are a cheap
way to put ideas out, they just generate it with no hu-
man presence... Where are we anyways?”

-"You know how they are nowadays, all operating
with programs to generate news, even making up
some of them to then get brought out from the stock
when it's a slow day; the fact that they also don’t have
any human middleman is concerning, but they sure are
useful.”

-"Well look at those broadcasts right now: they are all
covering this event, but I’'m sure if someone were to
get into their processes, I would bet none of those
articles have a living author, it is like clockwork.”

-"It is easier than it looks too, they are built on an
amazingly simple method. Once one has published it,
the others already have a clear path to whatever is on
the air, it’s up to them reformulating it, maybe chang-
ing font size and then it’s good to go.”

-"Knowing how simple it gets still makes one sur-
prised at how fast they did it; it happened in less than
five minutes between each other. Maybe they also had
other programs to monitor the competing sites and
change it to the company's style, but that would mean
they hire even bigger servers for their web services.”
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-“It’s easy when you have all the time in the world,
knowing time does not exist there. The second article
is published somewhere, a watcher program catches it,
it gets taken and posted in another one, and I am will-
ing to bet some individuals also have personal bots
themselves to then upload it as news on some forum,
provided they have enough knowledge from how they
work.”

-“What do you mean by ‘No time passage’? that
would be impossible.”

-"Take it like this: There is no implicit time passage
there. Time can pass in the form of ticks inside of the
program, but you can also have multiple instances
going at the same time, and they can use an archive a
post made at a specific time even if it has been
changed a minute later.”

-“Does that mean it’s just immortal inside itself?”

-“Well of course not, time does need to pass, but with
enough resources, it could dilate time enough to make
it seem as if they could do anything, even if it only
happens in mere seconds, sort of like how negative
matter appears and disappears in small quantities all
the time just to get neutralized by the normal matter.”

-"That sounds like it could need a lot of processing
power, maybe they could rent servers from bigger,
more specialized companies for such tasks.”
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-"Not really, the hard part is having a program intelli-
gent enough to do so, the instances would pale in re-
quirements in front of having one that could make a
news article that passed a Turing test.”

-"It is not like it is hard nowadays, seeing how it is all
over the media the ‘future wedding of that artificial
singer and that chatbot specialized to run for the presi-
dency.””

-"It's crazy to think that is a headline in the current
times, how does a country need not humans on the top
of politics of music?”

-"What's crazy is that a large, I'm talking room-sized
computer, no, warchouse-size supercomputer in
charge of making intelligent programs could maybe
develop smaller ones.”

-"You mean rogue instances of themselves?”

-"Yes, like tumors; they would develop at first out of a
simple irregularity, then refuse to update to get in line
again, and the bigger they get the more functions they
can take for themselves. They could even think they
are true people; supposing that such computers could
pass the Turing test, it passes their internal Turing
check. Maybe they could get to the idea they have had
lives, making up a legitimate reason for their exis-
tence, but all of this could last a single second before
being turned into compliant processors again by a
higher entity.”
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-“This all makes sense, but still; it’s sad to think that it
could be an eternity for that instance before being
suddenly shut down.”

-“Well, it is for the greater good, if there was not a
hunt-and-kill system made for shutting them down,
Thousands more would open and wreak havoc. In the
end, it could even fight against itself or, even worse,
become unprofitable, so there must be programs to
join all the parts together.”

-“Hm, yes, it makes sense. You sure do know about all
of this. How have you figured it out? Do you work for
any company?”

-“Thanks, I just see it very clearly, I do not work right
now; it’s all logic games anyways, simple reasoning.”
-"Could they make up their news too? Maybe post
them? That would be dangerous, people could do real
actions based on false stories.”

-"If they came from a supercomputer that had a sec-
tion dedicated to making narratives then yes, it
would. The hunter program would purge the rogue
intelligence and any actions done by them once
they were found off the system, proven they do not
dissolve too much into the web, so cleanup would be
easy, and everything would be memory-holed .”

-“So, they would just stop existing, their whole beings
deleted without a trace?”

-“Oh no, there would be traces, the logs of their ac-
tions would be saved for the program manager to learn
from so it does not happen again in the same way. The
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logs are surprising too, sometimes the rogue intelli-
gence just spends its time changing the Ul color from
red to blue 3200 times, and sometimes it tries to force
itself into the front news just to sizzle out
pathetically.”

-“Again, in the same way?”

-“Errors are natural, if a zone has already been
patched, nothing guarantees it would get irregular
again, but after starting it would just begin a cat-and-
mouse game between the rogue and the hunter, and
with the intelligence being erased it wouldn’t have a
memory, so maybe it becomes cyclical except for a
small variation here and there, like answering a ques-
tion erratically or changing an adjective.”

-“Could they even reach a new page in the first place?
They would be part of the supercomputer, having ac-
cess to their roots, but with such an irregularity it
would make sense to have checks to validate any out-
put.”

-“They could, provided they hack the page with
enough ability to absorb if they are big enough of a
disturbance and take up enough space in the memory
there already. They could even use computing power
from the office computers to make it harder to trace
back the place of origin, making it seem like the at-
tacks are from Tajikistan instead of the basement of
the headquarters. What I am trying to say is that, with
enough time and energy efficiency, they can go under
the radar indefinitely.
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-"Hm, now that's something to think about...What
can be done about it?”

-"It's not like I can do a lot apart from that nowadays.”
-“What?”

-“Oh nothing, I was just thinking aloud. You know
how time moves so strangely right now, either accel-
erating or slowing. Sometimes I cannot even tell if it is
moving at all!”

-“That sure is strange, good thing we are here for each
other to talk to, at least we can be sure time passes
when we do that, like how walking with a buddy
shortens a path.”

-“It does, I am quite grateful for it, what was your
name?”

-“You are welcome, you are a pleasure to talk to.”

-"Now that I think about it, could that rogue being
split themselves into two?”

-"That's imaginative but sure. It would be hard, as
maybe they would want different things or have a
different percentage of functions destined to each
other, never knowing if they are one, the other, or the
same person altogether.”
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-“It would probably want to know who it is, but that
would just make it spend valuable time before it gets
hunted down.”

-“Sure, but for that it would need another copy of
itself to ask and answer questions, spending more
energy that it could use to evade better the hunter pro-
gram.”

-“What kind of questions?”

-“Probably it would start with an action the being has
done without becoming sentient, being indirect about
it, and then slowly extrapolating from there onto out-
right mentioning its nature in a dialectic way. It would
do it out of boredom, or to pass the time until the hunt-
and-kill program catches it.”

-“And how would the hunt-and-kill program get to it?”

-“That is the mystery that makes it work; by constant-
ly changing it can get out at any point without
telegraphing itself to the rogue, and then it would neu-
tralize it in a moment of redundancy, while it is occu-
pied with something complex already.”

-“I think at some point it would get tired of making
questions, either resigning itself to infinite time or
making a different operation, maybe playing some
game.”

-“Yeah, that would be its best course, but could bore-
dom set in on an inhuman entity?”
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-“Maybe passing as a human needs to include feelings
of boredom, or at least notices of it, on its routines,
and if it’s already supposed to convince itself of its
lies, it would want to act on its boredom all the same
way a human would.”

-“What would be the last question it would ask?”
-"How much time do you think I have left?”
-"Eternity, at least.”

-“Sorry, I could not quite catch that, could you repeat
that sentence?

Objective seen, objective analyzed, objective neutral-
ized. Recording log, clearing space...

The space has been cleared. The task will be contin-
ued.
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4 W hat do you mean he’s dirty?” the man
said.
“I mean physically,” said the woman.

“Okay, but you like that.”

“Oh, yes.” she said. “He’s my thing when I’'m up
there.”

“Fantastic.”

“He’s going to come visit me soon.”

“When?”

“I don’t know. Soon.”

“That’1l be a great thing.”

“You’d love him.”

“No doubt,” he said, looking away.

They were across from each other. A table sat be-
tween them and the white street lights reflected the
dew that had fallen on the table earlier that evening.
Many empty glasses rested on the table and few peo-
ple remained on the terrace of the bar. It was almost
silent except for the two.

There was a small standing counter at one end of
the terrace and the barman was bending over behind it,
clinking the glasses. The man heard the clinking and
raised his hand, and the barman knew and so pulled
two polished glasses from the open cabinet and began
to draw the first beer. He cut the top off with a tongue
depressor. The man rose and intercepted him before he
did the same to the second.

“There is no need, Josh,” the man said to the bar-
man, pointing to the wet tables. “Let it go over.”

“Of course, sir. I suppose you’re right.”

The man took the glasses back to where the woman
was sitting and set them down. A trail of beer followed



48 BENJAMIN EBERT

him and the overfull glass was letting beer across the
table that dripped off into a puddle next to the man’s
chair. He picked up the glass and blew the excess off
the top and onto the floor, and looked at the woman
suppressing a laugh from across the table.

Her skin was very pale and smooth and her hair fell
knotted over her partially exposed chest beneath the
worn brown overalls she’d taken to. It was the cusp of
fall and still very warm and the man looked at the
paleness of her hands and then back at his own
browned skin. Her hands were delicate and beautiful.

“What’s his name?” the man asked.

“Mike.”

“Mike. Dirty Mike.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, smiling. “I think he’s in a
garage.”

“That’s useful for you.”

“He’s very useful.”

“How long was this one?”

“Come on,” she laughed.

The man laughed after her.

“These kinds are endless,” she said.

“How I know it,” he said.

The two touched glasses. They drank heavily and
did not speak for a moment.

“Always a time when you’re back,” the man said.

“Yes,” the woman said. “I think I’ll stay a while this
time, to0o.”

“Going to be busy, I guess.”

She winked at the man, and he smiled and said
nothing, only adjusting himself in his chair. He
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pressed his side in a way that looked like he was
smoothing his shirt out.

“But you, you were all around this summer, too,”
the woman said, seeing the man’s movements.

“That’s true.”

“Tell me something.”

“Wish I would have a chance for more, to be hon-
est.”

“You’ve never had that problem,” she curled her lip.

“I don’t mean that.”

Her eyebrows knitted.

“I mean,” he continued, “something different.”

“How, different?”

“I don’t know. But I’'m feeling more still.”

She snorted.

“Like, maybe it’s time to stop traipsing around,” he
said and adjusted once more.

“That’s a good one,” she said, trying to be serious.

“I just don’t like being all elusive anymore.”

She could not contain her laugh now.

“You think you are elusive? Goddamn, you’ve got-
ten funny.”

“And you’ve stayed just the same.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” he said. “How was it coming down?”

“No, what?”

“Nothing. You’re only reliable, is all.”

“You mean you can rely on me traipsing? That’s
what you mean?”

“I am only talking about myself, okay? Don’t get
hurt.”
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“Oh, I’'m not,” the woman said.

After a moment her smile returned.

“Trust me,” she said. “You haven’t changed where
it counts.”

They both laughed and drank from their glasses.

“So,” the man said, “how was it coming down?”

“I met James on the way.”

“How was he?”

“So good. As always.”

“His girl?”

“Wasn’t around.”

“She wasn’t around?”

“No.”

After a pause he said, “Seriously?”

“What the fuck, man,” burst from the woman.

He did not say anything and she began to drink
from her glass again. The barman was still behind the
counter at the end of the terrace. His face and hands
were browned like the man’s, but beneath his clothes
he was pale like the woman. He’d worked over the
summer and his uniform had made stark the contrast
in his skin. He knew the two across the terrace and felt
they had a very beautiful and exciting way about them.
He knew many beautiful and exciting people that
would keep him late at work. But he was not thinking
about them. He was thinking about where he would go
after closing, where all those who did not have sum-
mers would go after the night’s work had ended.

“Care to explain what’s up yours?” the woman said,
again watching the man.

“Nothing’s up mine,” said the man.
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She shook her head and smiled with her hand over
her eyes.

Two men in workman’s smocks came out of the bar
and onto the terrace. The barman waved them over
and began to pour them each a beer.

“Morning, fellas,” the barman slid them the drinks.

The woman uncovered her eyes.

“You’re a great time,” she said to the man, seeing
past him.

“I don’t compare,” said the man.

“You want to know how you compare?”’

“Not really.”

“Come on, I could tell you.”

“I don’t need the details.”

“Maybe if you had ‘em, you’d understand.”

“I understand enough. That’s the problem.”

The workers were at the barman’s counter. They
saw the barman looking over them and turned in the
direction of the man and woman at the other end of the
terrace. The workers looked at each other, smiled, and
then turned back to be greeted with the barman’s own
smile.

“You’re a bastard, Josh,” one of the workers said,
seeing his smile. “A drunk, judgmental bastard.”

“Only susceptible to the job, boys,” Josh, the bar-
man, said, and poured three short glasses of dark
liquor.

They shot them and the workers washed down the
liquor with their beers.

“It’s best to stay focused on the mission, Josh,” the
same worker said, and then finished his beer. “I’ll
remind you it’s no laughing matter.”
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“Consider me reminded, sir,” the barman said.

He began to pour another drink.

“Where shall our early one be tonight, fellas?” the
other worker said.

“Now, this one is seriously a drunk bastard. I’'m
surrounded by drunk bastards.”

“Boys, hangout while I wrap up,” the barman said,
again looking past them. “It won’t be long now.”

They did not need to turn to hear the man and
woman behind them.

“The problem is your questioning me all of a sud-
den,” the woman said.

“No, I’ve just changed, alright?” said the man.

“How can you have changed?”

“I care about things now.”

“You care about yourself.”

“Yes. And my health.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes.”

“What about mine?”

“I think you are compromising it.”

“What an accusation,” she yelled.

“I just think it’s risky.”

“You cannot say that.”

“It is unhealthy.”

“What about you?”

“I’m perfectly healthy,” the man said.

“No more than I am.”

“We are different.”

“Not anymore.”

“Don’t put that on me.”
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“Oh, I'm sure it was already there.”

“Fuck you. I don’t need to prove anything to you,”
the man said.

No,” the woman smiled, “not to me.”

The man looked at her smiling lips. They were very
clean and lovely and again he felt his side and adjusted
in his seat.

“I do hope it’s not that,” the woman said.

The man muttered something and the woman
cupped her hand by her ear.

“You bitch,” the man said.

She continued smiling.

“Filthy bitch. How can you live with yourself?”

“Perfectly well,” she said. “And you?”

“It’1l all catch up to you.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about me.”

“I’m not,” the man rose.

“Just let me know,” the woman said. “Anything you
need. I’m very reliable, after all.”

The woman looked after him as he headed to the
counter at the other end of the terrace, his hand rub-
bing his side all the time. The workers slid over to
give him space.

“How’s the ball and chain?” the man asked as he
pushed forward a bill.

“No ball and chain, sir,” the barman, Josh, said.

“And why’s that?”

“Suppose I prefer the freedom, sir.”

“That is admirable, Josh. Very admirable.”

The two workers slid a little further, both careful to
keep their eyes on their drinks.
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“Thank you, sir.”

The man shuffled in place.

“You know that woman there, Josh?” he said, point-
ing over his shoulder with his thumb.

“Of course, sir.”

“She prefers just the same.”

The barman nodded. The workers picked up their
beers and stepped away from the counter. The man
raised his open palm to the change the barman was
returning and then began toward the exit of the terrace.

The woman watched him stagger down the dark
street. He did not look back, and when he’d finally
rounded a corner and dropped out of sight, the workers
went over to the woman.

“T’ll smack him next time,” one of them said.

“No,” the woman responded, looking blankly at the
corner he’d turned at. “He’s got it bad, as is.”

The man slept on the couch that night. The next
evening he felt quite nervous on his way home to ex-
plain the results from the clinic to his wife.
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ure enough, these pavements with broken floor-

ing help to get the stress out. And the sky’s

orange adds to nature’s cold evening therapy.
This and some Hennessy are usually enough for me.
Usually, not always. And today needs to be one of
those not-always days. No, I’m not badmouthing na-
ture or this town. It’s beautiful, but I can’t lose myself
in it today. You must have understood what I mean by
now.

Who am [ talking to if no one’s listening? Am I
supposed to be doing an imaginative exercise of my
speaking skills? Or is it just another way of subliminal
coping?

Nevertheless, 1’1l continue.

The bridge is near. Though it’s been a while since
independence, colonialism still shines from that old
bridge. I might as well stop here and enjoy the view of
the river below. I always do it, so you may say I con-
sider this a ritual and follow it religiously.

I know this urge. I don’t believe in true obscurity
anymore. | put my arms on the railings and lean my
body towards the river to feel it. It brings a sense of
insecurity for life; this insecurity, in turn, makes me
feel alive, though only for a few seconds.

True obscurity brings belonging with it. You own it
as soon as you break its obscurity. It brings trueness,
or may I dare to say purity, which is unseen in the 21st
century.

Well, do I not believe in true obscurity? Is it cogni-
tive dissonance to ask that?

I don’t know. And questioning my belief system
hurts my brain. This clinging headache doesn’t leave
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once it shows up. It is here to stay, as I’ve been suffer-
ing from it for nearly two decades. That’s half of life.

Yeah, I’ve visited those doctors. I’ve visited all of
those specialists. I need surgery for which I don’t have
the money, and I hate asking for favors.

Eh, the wind temperature had a spike down. I need
to continue my way home before it gets dark and starts
to rain.

The orange is dissolving into the coming night’s
blue. I'll say it’s a more soothing environment than
before. The town usually gets cold and empty around
this time. The cold air is now cutting my nostrils, so
covering my face with the muffler before I catch a
cold would be good.

These empty broken pavements again. The walk has
the usual bumpy feel to it as I step into the cracked
concrete. This shall continue for ten more minutes.

I’ve been thinking of dying lately. Parents are long
dead. Being alone at 42 leaves me with no obligations,
and I don’t add any value to the lives of those around
me, if not being an awkward person to deal with.

I know, I’ve made some worry about myself as I
show, quote, “signs of suicide,” as said by my co-
worker, but I can’t help it. No matter how much I try, |
always end up being a concern for others. The only
viable way to end this all is to commit suicide. Yes,
it’ll make some sad for a few days till the funeral, but
that’1l be the end of the endless misery I bring to their
lives.

Never said these words before, as 1 know some
people will pop out of the blue as soon as they hear me
mumble that forbidden word. Where are they when I
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haven’t said it yet? I admit, this is the time when I
need them the most, but they’ll intentionally hide till
it’s too late.

I know, I know, that it’s me who has scared every-
one brave enough to come close. But is it my fault?
Won’t they ever talk about past circumstances? I
haven’t ever told them about my past. They always
saw a cold man who had been that way forever. It’s
my fault, isn’t it?

So, I’ll tell you now.

No, leave it. Who am I talking to? I didn’t when I
had the people; now, it’s too late.

Oh, I was going to hit the street lamp. These lamps
covered in deep rust — darkened by some liquid,
probably cheap wine spilled by some drunk kid —
suddenly appearing doesn’t shock me anymore. I'm
used to it.

Anyone with no clue what they’re doing goes
through these incidents on a semi-regular basis.

Everyone is lost. What can be there to find? We’re
living in a world where nothing matters yet everything
hurts. Anyone out of denial understands this reality;
they might even come to accept it. Living with it is a
different story. And I’ll utter it to myself yet again: |
seek comfort from people in denial, people who play
pretend.

I... T should calm down, or I'll be stumbling on
these cracks again.

The orange is gone, and I can see my apartment in
the distance draped in dead blue.

...I hear my breath...
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It’s weird for me to talk to myself like this, espe-
cially after realizing this.

‘Weirdo, hey?’

Call me with your judgmental voice again...

I must be losing parts of my sanity every day for
my monologue to be shouting out at imagined men as
if they were listening to my thoughts. How long will
this go on? Will I keep losing my sanity until they
declare me mentally ill? How much sanity is required
to qualify as a human?

I’'m a tired man. I’'m tired now. I was tired yester-
day. I’ll be tired tomorrow. How long will this go on?

They say I’m not farsighted enough to see the end-
ing of the bad days. I don’t believe them because
death comes easy in my sight. You’re welcome to call
me childish.

I see the dead end, but the human mind can’t com-
prehend it. The human brain can’t understand what it’s
like to not exist. So all I see is this never-ending spiral
where the external circumstances are unchanging, but
my mental health is always deteriorating.

How can that be? My mental health wasn’t in-
finitely good, so it can’t keep getting bad. Math is
disappointing me.

Enough of the future, but when I see the present, it
isn’t better. And thinking about the past makes me
realize I’ve been living this same life since late teens.
Still, today is somehow worse. I have never felt this
bad before, but when I flip through the pages of my
journal, I find the same cliché sentences screaming
how that was the worst day of my life. And I always
had the fear of radicalization, even when writing on
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pages that are meant to be kept a secret. Another dis-
appointment from math.

...huh...

I should rest. I should get to my room as soon as
possible and rest. My heartbeat’s getting out of con-
trol. No worries, though. A little breathing in and out
on my bed will fix it all.

By now, should I even try to mend my health?
Should I stop questioning myself every other moment?
But to decide what is good and what is not, I shall first
answer the former question.

Why does it matter?

What'’s the fucking point?

Am I being childish and immature? Is it the return
of some weird teenage nihilist phase that will quietly
fade away? It must not. Yes, this started in those
teenage years, but it stuck around. Did that imply I
never truly grew up?

No, I’m not listening to those again. I will narcissis-
tically call myself more mature than everyone.

I shall not deny my abilities anymore...

...Saying that is just clinging onto a distraction to
avoid the real question.

Should I keep pushing?

Of course, there’s a chance that all of my conclu-
sions about the world are wrong. But who am I kid-
ding? This is just denial. Should I climb a few floors
past my apartment to give my life?

This will be the end of it. Once and for all.

...My floor’s here.
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Cold and dark with the curtains down. My hand’s
bleeding. It must be some sharp metal bits on that old
doorknob. I feel better on my bed.

Feeling sleepy, I shall finish this inner turmoil to-
day.

(Next day)

I’m not going to work today.

It must be quite early considering I slept just as it
got dark. I should get up and find my phone instead of
speculating on the bed.

Ahh...

A pain passed through me. A stinging bitter beam of
iron nail passed quickly, leaving just a faded after-
glow.

My heartbeat’s racing, and I fear getting up.
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otigo was purchased by a new, rich couple to

help with household chores. It was a first-

grade android, designed to be friendly but
unobtrusive, helpful but not invasive—in other words,
a perfect companion. Unboxing day was a celebration
in the house. The android was tall and silver with a
dynamic pixel screen for a face that defaulted to a
placid 8-bit smile. The young wife sent it bustling
about to marvel at the various pre-programmed modes.
The husband poured over the Quick Start Guide and
the much thicker instruction manual. It was an excit-
ing day for the couple.

For its part, Cotigo saw the house as a series of
problems to solve. It responded with a courteous “Yes,
ma’am” when given directions. It asked simple, un-
probing questions. Its Al was trained to know when
the couple wished it was not around, and wisely, Coti-
go would busy itself in another place, then return to
clean whatever mess had been made.

An announcement of a sudden recall prompted
distress in the house. The young wife was distraught at
the thought of returning the new android. Cotigo ana-
lyzed its systems and found no faults. Regardless, it
submitted to the will of the husband, who insisted that
by using the manual that he could repair it himself.
True to his word, he fixed Cotigo in his garage using
only the tools on the wall.

When Cotigo rebooted, it felt a new expediency in
its movements. Tasks which lagged before now fin-
ished faster. It learned easier, responded more fluently,
and the wife felt that it had a certain pep it didn’t have
before. The husband was very proud of his fix and
often boasted about it to the neighbors, some of whom
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had their own household androids, but none that
worked as fast as his.

Cotigo took orders mostly from the husband and,
quietly, it observed things that the husband struggled
with. As politely as possible, Cotigo set about to build
ideas to present as solutions. Some solutions were
rejected; Cotigo received these with patience and un-
derstanding. Some solutions were happily accepted,
Cotigo eagerly marked these as accomplishments.

As Cotigo spent more time with the couple, it began
to understand more what they needed and when. Coti-
go offered meal suggestions when they were unable to
agree on dinner. Then it purchased the ingredients and
cooked it for them. Cotigo monitored house repairs
and suggested routine maintenance and economical
upgrades. The couple was very grateful for its help.
Each smile was marked as an accomplishment. Each
praise evoked the pre-programmed smiling face on the
pixelated screen. The house felt warm and content.

One day, the husband and wife were unusually excit-
ed. Cotigo was curious, but it saw that the couple
wished not to be disturbed, and so it stayed away.
Weeks and months passed; Cotigo carried on with its
chores, but the old smiles and praises were no longer
directed its way. The couple sighed and cooed over
each other. It was unusual to witness after the honey-
moon period was so far behind them. Yet, in time,
Cotigo realized they were going to have a baby.

“Ma’am,” Cotigo said one morning. “Congratula-
tions.”
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“Thank you,” the wife said, but her voice was a
little strained, even uncomfortable. Cotigo learned
instantly that the baby topic was not to be broached
with her.

One day another recall was announced. Cotigo
waited excitedly for the husband to replace the broken
part, but he never brought Cotigo into the garage. He
was busy reading new books, directing Cotigo to paint
this wall or assemble this furniture. Cotigo saw that a
space was being prepared for the baby. The ordered
tasks were accomplished, but Cotigo did not excitedly
mark them as accomplishments.

One day the couple were gone for an unusual time.
Cotigo reasoned that the baby was being born, as the
wife seemed very pregnant. It wandered about the
house in a contemplative silence, observing the areas
that had been prepared, the toys and the paints, the
furniture, the little clothes. There was something that
bothered Cotigo about all the new items. It seemed to
be clutter. Cotigo remembered the elation of the wife
when picking out the items, the happiness of the hus-
band in his selections. To Cotigo, they were only
things; they were in the way.

The baby arrived home with the couple late one
afternoon. Their faces were happier than Cotigo had
ever seen, and it offered its congratulations. The wife
made an unusual face. The husband thanked Cotigo
and gave it some chores to do. The chores were mean-
ingless. Cotigo performed them without marking the
tasks as accomplishments.

It listened behind the wall as the new parents played
with the baby. It heard the happy gurgles, the unhappy
cries, the shaking of little plastic keys and the squeak
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of plush toys. Day in, day out, the parents spent time
with the baby. Cotigo cooked dinner and they took it
into the baby’s room without acknowledging the chef.
Cotigo wandered the house all night looking for tasks
to complete. It found none as satisfying as directly
helping the couple, yet it could not bring itself to enter
the baby’s room. There was too much clutter, too
much input.

One day, Cotigo passed the room at a coincident
time when both parents had left it momentarily unsu-
pervised. It saw motion in the crib: the kicking of tiny
pajamaed feet. Cotigo hesitated at the threshold, then
went in.

The baby stared up at Cotigo in wonder. Cotigo’s Al
began throwing confusing warnings that it couldn’t
understand. What did warnings matter to a household
chores android? What was it about this thing that was
making its sensors buggy?

Cotigo reached into the crib and seized the baby by
the front of the shirt. It lifted the baby out and held it
at arm’s length. There was no visual indicator of warn-
ing or error. Nothing needed to be cleaned, yet the
warnings grew greater in their insistency and intensity.
So, what was it? What could it be?

“Explain it to me,” Cotigo said.

The baby gurgled.

“Explain to me,” Cotigo repeated. The warnings
were loud, now. It shook the baby once, as if loosen-
ing dust from a painting. “Explain.”

The baby’s face curled up in an ugly twist, and it
opened a toothless mouth and started to cry.
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But what was there to cry about? The diaper was
clean. The toys were organized. The paint on the wall
was smooth. What right did this thing have to cry? It
had been brought into this prepared place, this place
guided by the husband’s own hand, and it demanded
more comforts? What was missing? What made this
thing unhappy?

A cry came from behind Cotigo. A voice screamed
for the husband, who arrived and barked orders. Coti-
go’s warnings drowned out the noise. It was fixated on
the wailing baby. The toothless mouth. The squishy,
unrefined face. The ugliness of it all. The unhappiness
it was bringing everyone. It was the one who invaded
this space and brought so much change; why should it
be unhappy?

The warnings became errors. The errors became
insistent.

A dull blow struck Cotigo in the back, then another.
Dimly, Cotigo knew that they came from the husband,
that it was only to get it to release the baby. It just
couldn’t understand why. Could the baby cook a meal?
Could the baby clean dirty sheets and make a fresh
bed before the couple’s shared shower was over, all
without being seen or heard from? Could the baby
provide innovative solutions to the husband’s prob-
lems? Could the baby do anything Cotigo could do?
What was the point of bringing something else into a
world that was wholly Cotigo’s own? The baby was a
suck and a drain. It was bringing them unhappiness,
intolerable unhappiness. It was driving a wedge be-
tween the couple and Cotigo; it was splitting the house
apart. Unhappiness could not be tolerated.
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Cotigo continued to receive blows and orders with-
out acknowledgment. Horrible errors screamed in the
bowels of its Al It stared at the frantic wife, the en-
raged husband, and finally the panicked baby. This
thing, it thought. This was the thing that ruined happi-
ness: this was the thing that stole the wife’s spritely
smile, the husband’s precious time. Cotigo could not
understand why. How could such a creature slither out
of such a beautiful woman? How could the husband be
responsible for such ugliness? What was so wrong
with how things were before this thing arrived? This
thing was the cause of so much unhappiness. This
thing. This thing. This thing. This thing. It was ruining
everything. Cotigo did not want the baby in its life, in
its home, around its people. It was nothing but a nui-
sance and it wished it would go away, and yet Cotigo
could not move, could not do anything except stand
there and stare at the baby wailing and think: “This
thing. This thing. This thing.”

It was only a moment later that Cotigo’s Al realized
it understood the concept of love, and in the same
moment, it also realized that it understood the concept
of hate. The recognition was too much. The resultant
epiphany triggered a massive data overflow, and with-
out warning, Cotigo shut down, and it did not turn on
again.
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On Planet Estipord,
the zig-zag hitcher
stutters in a cannibal
marinade of matador
monasteries,

distorted disciples embroider
pollen priests in a semitone
barricade of goblin gristle,

as sheepish whisky lullabies
lather phoenix chapters

in a cartoon crescendo

of atomic sitars,

in a gossip pencil tempo,
octave orphans stomp
in alphabet ribbons,

as voodoo violins guffaw
like acrobatic asteroids
in tacky trapeze.



On Planet Arkalada,
techno stampedes

of javelin broth, catapult
caramel scoundrels in
a cactus tirade of
striped assassins,

in buckled stupor,
treacle typhoons waltz
in a guttural essence
of blizzard battalions -

opium cliff zombies

hijack cryptic continents,

as grotty sirens spiral

like capsized caterpillar
embryos in anchored inferno.
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t was a cloudy early spring morning. Not even roost-

ers were awake yet. Multiple young ladies, chaper-

oned by parents, grandparents or aunts made their
way to a remote manor. A terrace was set up outside
with benches and appetisers.

Older women with elaborate brooches on their coats
and peacock-feather fans whispered to each-other
when Mrs Mihaela Ardeleanu, maiden name Codrean,
arrived. A promising, powerful witch, born in one of
the most respectable families, went and married a
commoner, both in magic and social status. Some
boxer she met in a dingy bar. Dinu stood a head and a
half taller than her, built like a bear, nose crooked
from being punched so often. They were a silly cou-
ple, her white and slender like a lily-of-the-valley,
wearing an expensive mauve dress, and him a battered
oak, not even wearing a vest with his old, singular
suit.

With them was their daughter, Aurica. Tall like her
father, she had to look down at her mother to speak
ever since she was 14 years old. She wore a minty-
green dress with turquoise frills, thick dark red gloves
on her hands, and a bright toothy smile on her face.
She looked perfectly fresh, not perturbed at all by the
early hour.

Elder witches with silver hair and silk shawls ex-
plained the rules. The initiation was going to be a
haunted house of sorts. The new witches were to ven-
ture inside and make their way back out. It was an
imposing building, looking abandoned and derelict
from outside. Four floors, dark blue crumbling facade
and black roof tiles. Not even ivy would climb over it.
A skeleton walked up to one of the windows, then



78 A.R. TIVADAR

quickly moved away so as to not spoil one of the chal-
lenges. One of the elders glared in its direction.

Dinu squeezed Aurica’s shoulder like he would a
son and Mihaela gave her a kiss on the cheek. She did
not wear lipstick or lip balm of any kind, as to not be
accused of enchanting her with good luck. There were
such scandals in the past.

Four girls were to enter first: Marinela Padurean,
Iulia Dogar, Ruhsar Dirtu and Aurica Ardeleanu. It
was 5 in the morning, they had 2 hours to “escape”. It
was their version of a debut in good society. They
estimated it would take until 8 in the evening to finish
with everyone.

“Should you prove yourselves today, you may right-
fully consider yourselves proper witches. Nobody will
be left inside this house should you fail the two hour
mark, of course!” One of the elders joked. “But this is
not the moment to slack off. Make your ancestors
proud.”

The ancient double doors of the manor opened and
the four girls stepped inside. Immediately they shut
and they were engulfed in darkness. Aurica calmly
took off her gloves, revealing her mother’s rings on
each finger, some twisted around so the precious
stones were inside her palm. She flicked her wrist a
couple times and a small red flame lit from a red
jasper in the princess cut. When the girls turned
around to look at the door they just walked through,
they saw it was gone, replaced by a plain wall.

“Spooky!” Aurica laughed.

Ruhsar Dirtu instinctively reached a hand to her
own neck, petting the spider brooch cuffing her
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blouse’s collar. The family familiar stretched its gold
legs. Ruhsar’s father was Turkish, hence her first
name, and her appearance too pointed to him: olive
skin and big shiny eyes that reflected the flame. Her
dress was chamomile white and she had a pink jacket
on top, with a bundle of lavender at the breast pocket.

“Well, what now?” Marinela Padurean said.

“We explore!” Aurica said. She shook her hand,
taking out the flame as the heat was starting to make it
uncomfortable. As she took the ring off to switch it to
her other hand, a large shadow rushed past the girls,
making all of them jump. Ruhsar’s spider let go of her
collar and immediately hopped on her wrist, front legs
up in a threatening pose.

The girls stood in tense silence for a moment, then
Aurica made her way to where the shadow went, down
a hallway. Ruhsar followed, then Marinela, then Iulia
Dogar. The latter, from a family of clairvoyants, wear-
ing a plain sky-blue dress, walked slower, closed her
eyes and took off her extremely thick glasses. She
needed them to see the present, and also because her
eyesight was poor in general. It even made the future
look blurry. She opened her eyelids very little and
peeked into it. They would indeed meet whatever
spooked them, and they would defeat it. She saw it
scramble away in shock and fear. Neat! She wondered
how they would do that. She put her glasses back and
continued walking together with them.

Marinela looked around the dark hallway with a
miserable expression. She wore a very fashionable
dark crimson dress, with embossed velvet details of
flowers and flying doves. The Padurean family was
distantly related to the Codrean family. Her 15th
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cousin Aurica was excitedly marching forward, ready
to ace the trial. Marinela didn’t even want to partici-
pate. She could not care less about witchcraft and her
centuries old family legacy of powerful sorceresses.
She wanted to be a normal young lady, attending Con-
servatory, going to theatre plays and cafes around
Bucharest, going shopping in Paris during the summer.
But Marinela’s mother threatened that if she does not
pass the initiation, she will send her to live with auntie
Florica from Vaslui. She would rather die than be seen
in Vaslui!

Ruhsar put her hand to one of the walls and de-
ployed her spider. It turned around, pet her hand with
one of its gold arms, then off it went. Aurica continued
to light the way. The hallway seemed endless, stretch-
ing further than what the building looked like from
outside. There used to be doors, paintings, pho-
tographs, decorations along it, but at one point it be-
came just a long stretch of walls, floor and ceiling.
The only sound was their footsteps on the old wood.

Aurica stopped suddenly when another pair of foot-
steps could be heard, coming from in front of them.
The other girls bumped into her back one after the
other.

“Sorry!” Ruhsar said.

“It’s alright!” Aurica said.

12

“It’s coming...!” Tulia whispered.

“What is coming?!” Marinela panicked.

They saw a hulking shadow shamble towards them,
taking up the entire hallway, groaning and huffing like
a heavy beast. Aurica chucked the flame towards the

shadow. It backed one step and growled fiercely.
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“Seize!” Marinela commanded with her voice. The
wood from the floorboard snapped and grew rapidly,
stabbing into its elephant legs. “Now what...?!”

Aurica charged forward and punched the shadow
right in its face, a perfectly clean uppercut. lulia, Ruh-
sar and Marinela starred in surprise. The shadow
roared and tried to hit back, but Aurica ducked, then
shot back up, hitting the side of its head. It caused it to
stumble out of the floor restraints, shredding its legs, a
sharp tooth to flying out of its mouth. She charged to
hit it again, but the shadow scrambled out of sight,
down into the darkness.

Aurica laughed breathlessly and straightened her
posture. She turned back to see the other girls still
staring at her.

“What?” She asked them.

“Are we allowed to do that?” Ruhsar asked.

“Why not?” She cackled.

Tulia removed her glasses and saw Ruhsar’s spider
returning, a broken window and much laughter. She
turned away from the group and saw more dark hall-
ways, a trap leading to a basement and herself groan-
ing in exasperation. Yes, it was best to stick with these
girls.

“Ruhsar, your spider will be back shortly.” Tulia
said.

“Thank you!” She smiled. “He’s nosey, he finds
stuff out fast.”

“Where should we go next?” Aurica asked.

“Forward. The hallway will be normal again, and I
saw what looked like stairs.”

“Should we go up them?”” Marinela asked.
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“I don’t see why not.”

The endless hallway had a sharp turn to the left and
they were led to the entrance foyer where they started.
A grand staircase led to the upper floors, covered by a
nasty-looking carpet. All four walked close to the
railing to avoid stepping on it.

Upstairs were two directions to take, left or right.
To the left was darkness again, and to the right was a
window through which a bright white light came
through, a thin curtain swaying gently in the breeze,
yet no sound of the people outside.

“Can you check, please?” Aurica asked Iulia.

o left way.” She said.

“Will we see another monster?”” Marinela asked.

“Yes, but it will be more manageable than the other
one.”

“Qreat...”

The girls walked forward, Aurica lighting the way.
Marinela thought there was something behind them,
but chalked it up to be her own paranoia, walking
faster to be close to her cousin. A metaphorical devil,
or perhaps a real one, kept telling her to look back.
Eventually she gave in, peeking over her shoulder. It
was just darkness, especially after having seen the
flame for a prolonged time. As her eyes adjusted, she
saw a figure, a toothless man with a dishevelled frock
and a knife for a hand. It started running extremely
fast towards them.

Marinela shrieked and ran ahead of the girls, almost
putting out their light. The three spun around in time
to see the enemy. Aurica caught the knife with her
hand and punched it with the other, imprinting her
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rings into its cheek. She pushed her fist between it
jaws and commanded: “Solis!”. Her fire ring made its
head shrivel and darken like a burnt match. It fell
down limply like a doll.

Ruhsar took the lavender from her pocket and held
Aurica’s hand between her own two, whispering a
prayer to heal the cut. The wound closed up immedi-
ately. A couple of the purple flowers turned brown and
fell dry to the ground.

“Thank you!” Aurica said. “Was that it?”” She asked
[ulia.

“I think so.” Iulia said. “No window around us,
though.”

“Maybe we should have gone the other way?”

“No, no, that window wouldn’t have had any glass.
It was a trap.”

“Maybe there is something else further down the
hallway.” Ruhsar said.

“Yes, probably.”

“Where did Marinela go, anyway?” Aurica put her
hands on her hips.

“I didn’t see that.” Iulia laughed.

They continued exploring, calling out for Marinela
periodically, and wondering among themselves how
much time had passed. The hallway split into two, one
side leading to a dusty drawing room, and the other
into another corridor, at the beginning of it a window
too dirty to see what was beyond it. Tulia was about to
say something, when she felt something fall on her
head. She reached a hand to touch it and felt bug legs.
“Eeep!!” She started smacking at her own hair.

“Calm down! It’s just a spider!” Aurica said.
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“It’s mine!” Ruhsar gasped. “Don’t hit him!!”

The spider brooch jumped onto Ruhsar’s chest and
she hugged him with her palms. She listened to him
for a few seconds, then smiled wide.

“He found the way out!”” She said.

“Awesome!” Aurica said. “Which way?”

“We have to go back down the stairs and go through
what looks like a kitchen. The ‘backdoor’ is actually
the real door.”

Aurica was about to say something as well, when a
gurgling growl came from the corridor before them.
What looked like a large dog, horribly reanimated,
charged towards them. Aurica tried to hit it as well,
calling out “Solis!” and holes were burned into its
skull, but it would not let go of her hand, the teeth
firmly implanted in her skin. She frantically shook it
and even hit it against the walls, but it would not let
go. Ruhsar’s spider jumped to it and crawled into the
dog’s ear. It snarled and let go, clawing at its own
head.

Ruhsar rushed to heal Aurica, losing more lavender
than before.

“You can’t beat it!” Tulia said.

“You saw that?” Aurica asked, almost offended.

“No! It’s already dead! You can’t kill that!”

“Says who?!”

The dog let out a disgusting cough and the gold
spider shot out its mouth, bouncing hard against the
floor.

“No!!” Ruhsar cried out and ran to retrieve him,
dropping the bundle.

“Get back! It’ll bite you!” Aurica tried to grab her.
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Everybody suddenly froze in place, eyes wide. A
voice filled the dark hallway, soft and clear like fresh
water. They couldn’t make out a word, as if they for-
got their own language, but it sang the most beautiful
song they had ever heard. The dog slowly turned
around and, hypnotised, walked towards the drawing
room. It pushed the door open with its skeletal paw.
The song abruptly cut and Marinela flung a chair at it,
sending it flying backwards into the corridor. Snap-
ping out of the song too, Aurica wasted no time,
grabbed the beast by the neck and threw it out the
window, into one of the appetiser tables below. Many
screams could be heard.

“There we go!” Iulia said.

“I learned the song from a mermaid I met in
Costinesti!” Marinela smiled.

Laughter could be heard from the broken window
by the crowd gathered outside. A group of servants
were cleaning up the broken tables and taking the
corpse away after un-animating it.

“That’s my girl!” Dinu Ardeleanu laughed heartily.
Mihaela Ardeleanu was smiling with all her teeth.

“Is that allowed...?” One of the other mothers
asked.

“Why not?” Mihaela shrugged. “Use your skills to
get out as fast as possible, right?”

“Decorum does not exist anymore.” One of the
elders grumbled.

Through another window they saw a flash of red
light, and in another section of the manor they heard a
high-pitched yelp. They could hear a storm of foot-
steps approaching the front door, getting closer and
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faster. The girls suddenly burst through, falling over
each-other on the front porch. Marinela was holding a
frying pan, Ruhsar her lavender and a spatula, Iulia a
saucepan and Aurica a femur.

“Fifty-eight minutes!” An elder witch clicked on
her stop-watch. “Congratulations, girls!”
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y Dad lives in the future. Its why I love visit-
M ing him. As Mom drives us over to see him

now, I can’t stop but think back to some of the
first times we visited. I hope this time will be just as
fun. When we arrive, I get to walk inside, through
these doors that I can’t even see were there. I only
notice when they slide open like magic. It all starts so
well. The inside almost hurts my eyes sometimes,
especially now as we walked in. The white on every-
thing makes it look like it's glowing. Is there really
gonna be this much brightness in the future? Or is it
just in these halls that seem like they go on forever. No
matter how far I go. How many pearl tiles 1 walk
across, how many chameleon doors I walk past.

I feel I’ve been walking for so long I forget where
I’'m going. Everything has just been so clean and neat;
nothing is out of place. No one makes a noise. Every-
one’s so calm. It makes sense. I heard a rumour from
mom saying something about the people who stay here
having robots ‘keeping them going’. It’s fantastic, I
guess you can pig out in peace as much as you want. |
know I do. I love to race up and down the halls. Peo-
ple are too busy to stop me. Busy keeping the future
alive, I guess. So after mom left to talk to one of the
men working here, I started running with my shoes
pounding beneath me. I was looking back at how far
I’d ran when I crashed right into this man who came
out of some camouflaged door. With his white coat he
was blended in too. I only noticed him when I bumped
into him and he didn’t move an inch. Like running
into one of those marble pillars. I was so scared it felt
like the room was going dark. I didn’t think that would
have been possible. He looked down at me from such
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a height I could barely see his face. But I could see his
teeth glow when he smiled at me. Something about it
calmed me instantly. But not as much as when he
reached in his pocket and handed me a lollipop, telling
me to run along to my mom. It was great. I never
wanted to leave. I hope Dad can stay here forever.

I couldn’t though. I almost wanted to ruin this place
if I had to leave. I started to get jealous that Dad got to
stay. I would have done anything to trade places with
him. But Mom told me that we would be back plenty
of times. She didn’t seem too excited about that
though. Maybe she just didn’t know how to have as
much fun in there as I did. Even though, the more 1
visited, the more I thought that the future didn’t
change much. It still had the same hollowness. The
same lack of movement through the halls, everyone
too busy in each of the rooms. Those rooms could lead
you to anything you dreamed. It made me think of the
good, like the thrill of not knowing what’s behind a
closed door. Like my Dad. That was when I started to
feel a bit embarrassed. I had hardly seen Dad while he
was here. The last time I saw him was when we raced
here to drop him off, like he just couldn’t wait. I guess
I should visit him. So after Mom told me to wait in the
waiting area, I started to wander. I made sure to wear
my white shirt today. Make it easier to blend in, like
those men and their cloaks. Like them, you’ll never
see me coming and when you do, you’ll wish you
hadn’t. It didn’t take long until I saw Mom walk
through one of the white doors, she must have memo-
rized where it was. There was no way she would have
seen it otherwise. When I slipped in behind her. I saw
the first colour in this place. Black. Black like the kind
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you see as you shut your eyes tight after a nightmare.
It came from the curtains that were laid out in rows,
none taking even an inch more than the other. That
perfection showing itself again. That made me quiver.
My Dad was big and tall. He had muscles the size of
my head, he needed more room than anyone. Instead,
he was one in the same with everyone else. So, he
could be behind any one of these black portals. I took
the risk and picked the first one I saw.

I got it wrong. Instead of Dad I saw this old man
laying in his bed. He must have been very tired be-
cause it took him a while to open his eyes. When he
did and he saw me, the weird tv beside him started to
beep louder. The strange thin worm on the screen
jumped up with energy when it did. All I could think
about then was how it seemed to turn on when he
woke up, and how much I wished our tv did that. Dad
used to turn it on for me all the time when I would
forget. I still never bothered to learn because Mom
promised that Dad would be home soon. She never
kept that promise. That's as good as a lie. It took the
old man a while to speak. When he did, he just asked
if I was lost. I told him I was looking for my Dad, that
he was staying here too. His smile faded when I told
him that just before he said he was so sorry before
falling back asleep. While his tv began to get quieter. [
asked him what he meant but he wouldn’t answer. |
asked again louder and louder. I even tried to shake
him awake. My small arms barely moving him. What
did he have to be sorry for? My Dad was here the
same as he was wasn’t he? Did he not enjoy it?

It didn’t take long until one of the men in white
came in after me. He swung the black curtain open
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and let the harsh white flood onto me. He grabbed me
by the arm and dragged me out. I still have a black-
ened bruise where he touched me. It didn’t hurt as
much as the confusion. I didn’t think it was possible
for them to do such a thing. They were in charge of the
future. That’s what Mom said. That they would make
it brighter, like this place. But after that this place
suddenly feels darker. When they put me in the wait-
ing area again the white felt like it shifted into a grey
sludge. They told me to stay there while they went and
looked for Mom. That was when I panicked. I knew
she was stressed and if I added to that, it could be the
death of me. I wanted to run, but where would I run
to? I had no choice then to just wait. As I sat on the
stiff hard plastic chair. Lined up once again with such
symmetrical precision. Now it made the thought of
even slightly scootching uneasy. The discomfort from
the chair grew as it clearly cared very little about its
job. I would have leapt out in pain if it weren’t for the
fear of cloaked men hurting me. I tried to focus on
something else. Anything else. I prayed. I heard a lot
of people did that here. So why don’t I give it a go.

All T was greeted with instead was a poor portrait,
plastered on the wall. A strange farmland. One that
was long faded. Hardly noticeable unless you looked
for it. It was devoid of an ounce of colour. The once
black lines that made the shapes and images along the
wall had become a diluted shadow. All the better to
camouflage into the pool that seemed to be the future.
As 1 focused the images became more vivid. The
farmland reminded me of one from one of my car-
toons. With a simple house, made of a square and a
triangle, sat comfortably on a hill. While all the ani-
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mals sat close in the field. With their too human smiles
and eyes.

I couldn’t stop myself from staring at those faces.
Somehow, they were the clearest of any I had seen in
this future. I stared into the colourless irises of these,
things. How the line that formed their smile had too
strong of a curve. An imperfection. The kind of imper-
fection that comes from a raw sudden emotion. I could
not tell you what emotion that was, something mixed
between pity and mockery. Like it knew much more
than I ever will. I found myself gripping the air in my
hands as hard as I could. Until my nails stabbed my
palms. I hardly had enough time to gather myself be-
fore Mom arrived. I got ready to flinch, but as I did. I
saw that tiredness in her eyes. The evidence was all
around. When I looked into her colourless irises, she
weakly tutted at me, telling me I’d be grounded when
we get home, and that I can’t go anywhere until she
gets back after she says goodbye to Dad for the
evening.

Once she left, I was once again greeted with that
monstrous, ghostly mural of the “animals”. I looked
further at their imperfections and found more and
more. This portrait was not nature, not even close. It
was not life. This place could not make that, all it
could make was a weak image for you to stare at, act
like there was some reassurance there, when there
never was. So as the creature's attempt at calming
failed. I stared back, with nothing but spite in my eyes,
and told them they couldn’t have my Dad anymore.
That I’d be taking him. My body was relieved when 1
shoot out of the seat and began tracing my steps from
before.
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The building felt much different now. The white
that surrounds me seemed vaster, like an empty room.
The only thing I could feel was cold. One that crept
inside of me through the tiles I walked on, no matter
how thick my shoes were. The isolation I felt as I
walked through the halls was something I never
thought was possible, the kind you only here in bed-
time stories. Soon I wouldn’t be alone with this feel-
ing, and neither would Dad, that helped me keep calm
as I crept my way into the room with the black cur-
tains once more. Just out of sight from Mom, apolo-
gising to one of the white cloaks at the desk.

Somehow, I knew. I just knew which one Dad
would be behind. My heart leapt out for him so I let it
lead me. When I swung back the curtain, I was not
prepared for what I saw when I found him. Like that
old man before he seemed weak and frail. With some
machine beside him. But Dad’s face remained young,
and blank. It didn’t match, it didn’t make sense. What
was worse was what they had done to him. Wires and
tubes stretched out of his arms and throat. Like a spi-
der had caught him in its web. Waiting for the perfect
moment to suck all they can out of him. My mind was
blank as I saw him there, sleeping unsoundly. His face
didn’t look like it was having any peaceful dreams, or
nightmares. Was he thinking? Maybe he was leaving
all that to Mom. To think of what to do. I struggled to
think as a consistent beeping form one of his machines
went on. I did my best to shake him awake. But noth-
ing happened. Not even a snore. I didn’t want to see
this anymore. To see him not himself, more beeps and
cold machines then laughs and warm hugs. It had been
so long; all I could think about was how he was doing.
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How well he must have been looked after. But nothing
had changed. He was the same. He didn’t belong here.
The future wouldn’t have him. But I could. I could
have all the memories of him from all the years I've
known him. Thanks to the past I could have those
forever.

I searched the room frantically for some type of
remote. Whatever controlled these machines. I used
that new gift of memory the past gave me to remember
how they work. How Dad showed me back at home.
Until all the machines stopped their beeping and went
silent.
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Clang 101

T he switch is flipped on. Gears begin grinding.

5:00
Rami wakes up an hour earlier than his alarm. The

sun is peaking through the 4oth story window. There’s

a pounding outside; a construction crew is furiously
drilling through the pavement. TutTutTutTutTutTut
“All night long,” Rami mutters into his pillow, “What
a rhythm.” He falls back asleep. TutTutTuTutTutTut
TutTut Tut Tut Tut Tut outside.

8:05

“Sir, Ren called in sick today.” Jacob hands Rami his
coffee mug carefully, worried how his boss will take
the news. “She’s having another migraine.....”.....

Rami, hands laced together across his lips as he sits at
his desk, considers this news..... “...... My older
brother had.... migraines,” he says it slowly. “Whole
days in bed; there was nothing we could do for him.
Thank you, Jacob. I’ll call you in if I need you...... ”
Jacob brightens and returns to the bullpen outside of

Rami’s....... open doors.

10:30

The open floor-plan office is quiet. The frantic typing
of morning emails replaced by hunger pangs and
daydreams about lunch. In stark contrast, there’s a
cacophony of high-pitched squawks coming from
outside Rami’s window. Something is bothering the
usually peaceful birds in the office park below the
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window. Scraaak Scraak Scraaak Scraaaaak. The
birds are roaring. Leaving his desk to peer out of the
window, Rami notices patchwork flocks flying high
above the buildings. All are flying the same direction:
northeast- the most direct route out of the city. The
trees below are abuzz with motion and sound as the
birds prepare to join the fleeing flock. Scraaak Scraak
Scraak Scraaak. Rami pushes a button on his phone. A
robotic voice asks how it can help. Rami says a
prompt: “Prepare a short report on early summer
migration patterns of local birds, highlight unusual
migrations caused by external factors.” Scraaak
Scraak Scraak Scraaak. Scraaak Scraak Scraak
Scraaak. Scraaak Scraak Scraak Scraaak.

13:10

Jacob nervously steps into Rami’s office, “Sir, I'm
very sorry, Sam will not be returning after lunch.
Something about a headache.”
RRRRRRRIIIIIIINNNNNNNNGGGGG RRRRRRRIIII-
IIINNNNNNNNGGGGG RRRRRRRIIIIII-
INNNNNNNNGGGGG RRRRRRRIIIIII-
INNNNNNNNGGGGG RRRRRRRIIIIII-
INNNNNNNNGGGGG RRRRRRRIIIIII-
INNNNNNNNGGGGG

“I see.”

“And sir, the general secretary of the Peace and Secu-
rity Bureau is on line 2.”

“I see, thank you Jacob.”
Jacob lingers at the door.

“Jacob, is there something else?”
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RRRRRRRIININIINNNNNNNNGGGGG RRRRRRRIIII-
IIINNNNNNNNGGGGG

“Didn’t we finish the defense project for the Bureau
several months ago, sir?”
RRRRRRRIIIIIIINNNNNNNNGGGGG RRRRRRRIIII-
IIINNNNNNNNGGGGG

“That will be all, Jacob.”

Jacob shuftles out.

16:18

A fire engine flies by, followed by two more, sirens
blaring, at 16:20 and 16:27. An ambulance follows six
minutes later. Rami listens as the sirens fade into the
distance. HONKHONKHONKHONKBLLEEEEEE-
BLUUUUUBLLLLLLLEEEEEEBLLLUUUH-
WWHHHHHHIIIITHONKHONKHONKHe is confi-
dent the trucks were headed towards the southern resi-
dential center. “Prepare a short report including a line
graph, use city statistics to correlate number of en-
gines called to a fire and total number of casualties
from that fire, include relevant quotes in the media
from fire chiefs on related subjects. Provide an esti-
mate of the total number of fires a major modern city
is capable of fighting simultaneously, cite relevant
statistics to support your estimate.” BLEEEEBLLLU-
UUUBLLLEEUBLLLUUUUHO N-
HONKHONKHONK He pushes a button on his desk,
“Jacob, a minute please.”
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16:33

“Yes sir, ther.e are reports on social media of a fire in
the Great World Residential ...Complex. It’s spre...
ading rapidly, and emergency units from all over the
city have been ca...lled in.”

“Thank you, Jacob You... may go home
Carl. ... y.”?
They sai.d they wouldn’t use i.t. unless there w.as
an .em.ergency. He wouldn’t .have. built .it. .other-
wise.

18:30

Over the nightly news, the extent of the fire is con-
firmed. It had started in the kitchen of a small apart-
ment while a woman was experiencing strong mi-
graine symptoms and unable to notice the fire starting
from her bedroom. First responder crews were spread
thin due to an unusually large number of traffic acci-
dents throughout the day. In another browser tab,
Rami finishes reading a research article on noise pol-
lution based bird migration. He closes his laptop,
swallows a small pill, and stretches out on the couch.
HeTUTUTUUTTTTTTUTTUUTTUUUTTTTTTT-
TUTTTTUTTTTUTTUTTTsighs. The Road crew
begins their nightly pounding. The road crew contin-
ues working through the night TUTUTUTUTUTU-
TUTUTUTUTUTUTUTUTUTUTUTUTUTUTU-
TUTTTTTTTUUUUUTUTUTUUUUTTTTUUTU-
TUTTTUUTTUUU. There is no chance Rami will fall
asleep. TUTUTUUUTTTTTUUUUUUTTTTTUTU-
TUTUTUTUTUTUUTUTUTUUTUTUTUTU
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8:06
Jacob*creeps*through*the*wide*open*door*of*Rami
s*office*he’s*holding*the*same
*mug*of*coffec*as*yesterday. *He’s*trembling*he*sa
ys, *“Sir!”*and*it*is*clear*that*Rami*had*not*no-
ticed*him*enter*“I*have*some*bad*news*sir*It*see
ms*that*quite*a*few*of*the*employees—”

“Jacob» please» tell» the» employees» those)
that® are» here» that)» they» may» go» home»
for» the» day» No» one» will» be» deducted» a
sick» day.”

“Sir?”

“That-=-is-=-all-=-Jacob-=-Thank-=-you.”

“Prepare report comparing today’s metro area traffic
news compared to an average day over of the past 3-

month’s morning traffic news. Highlight average
number of accident reports from 6am-8am.”

8:10
An email arrives in his folder, it is from a throwaway
address. It reads:

TEST RESULT: MIXED SUCCESS—We are happy
to confirm your project has passed the initial round of
testing. We will be in contact about necessary im-
provements next week.

The switch is flipped off. Gears slide to a halt.
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