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The Writing Process 

When I began creating this thesis project, it was difficult for me to settle on my goals, 

and it was not until I solidified the world in which my stories would take place that I was able to 

figure out what my project was about.  I knew from the beginning I wanted my project to be an 

exploration in creative writing, and that never changed.  When I first began thinking of ideas for 

my creative thesis, having recently read Noël Carroll’s The Philosophy of Horror: or Paradoxes 

of the Heart in a class on the horror genre, I was inspired to begin what I thought would be a 

twist on the traditional horror plot.  I set out to write a story (a novella) that contained traditional 

horror elements and style but simultaneously maintained as much realism as possible.  However, 

as I began researching and writing, that goal of crafting a realistic horror quickly faded away and 

was replaced with other goals, some of which likewise faded away.   

When I set out to write a realistic horror, I knew to achieve optimal realism I had to 

sacrifice at least one of Carroll’s characteristics of a “monster.”  I did not want my monster to be 

a “being not believed to exist now according to contemporary science” (Carroll 27).  Other than 

my monster (or villain) being of a nonfictional species, I wanted to generate a monster that 

maintained Carroll’s characteristics of a “monster,” for example generating “revulsion, nauseam 

and disgust” in the protagonist or being “impure,” which Carroll describes by saying, “an object 

or being is impure if it is categorically interstitial, categorically contradictory, incomplete or 

formless,” a statement I understood to mean that monsters are monstrous by virtue of the fact 

that they do not fit into established groups and cannot be easily described in language (22, 32). 

When I began trying to conceive of realistic horror, I happened to catch the pundits on 

ESPN discussing an MMA fight, and I began thinking about how martial artists confront fear and 

attempt to destroy their “monster,” their opponent, for a living.  I was sitting there watching 
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ESPN when I decided the perfect premise for a realistic horror text would be exploring the 

mental state, the internal life, of a hand-to-hand combatant.  I imagined this kind of story could 

realize my dual goals of achieving a text with both horror and realism because I figured I could 

draw attention to the fears associated with fighting and describe the protagonist’s opponents like 

Carroll’s “monster” (and therefore write a horror text), as well as include descriptions of real 

martial arts techniques, philosophies, and mentalities/ strategies for overcoming fear and 

combating adversity (and therefore write a realistic text).   

To begin this project, I started with research.  Having recently taken my horror class, I 

felt I already had a decent amount of research on horror and should begin researching the other 

side of my project: martial arts and its related philosophies, performance optimization strategies 

and sports psychology, and literature about combat.  During this phase of research, I read various 

texts on these topics such as: “How to Tell a True War Story”—Tim O’Brien’s short story about 

the paradoxes of trying to define a “true” war story, The Art of War—Sun Tzu’s famous book on 

Chinese military strategy and philosophy, The Most Dangerous Game—Richard Connell’s 

novella about hunting humans, and On Combat: The Psychology and Physiology of Deadly 

Conflict in War and in Peace—Lt. Col. Dave Grossman’s non-fictional look into combat 

performance and stress mitigation for armed combatants.  

While searching for combat-related fictions, I found the film Edge of Tomorrow (2014), 

starring Tom Cruise and Emily Blunt.  Like a futuristic, militaristic Groundhog Day (1993), in 

Edge of Tomorrow, Tom Cruise’s character (Major William Cage) is forced to repeat the same 

day over and over, with the day resetting every time he dies.  The day he repeats is not some 

average day, however.  He repeats the day on which he takes place in a battle against invading 

aliens.  Through his many lives and opportunities for experience, Major William Cage learns, 
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adapts, improves, and changes his mentality from one of fear to one of determination.  

After watching Edge of Tomorrow, I became attracted to the idea that there are benefits 

associated with having the opportunity to fail repeatedly.  MMA fighters, unlike Major Cage, are 

unable to fail without repercussions.  In most forms of competition, the competitors can compete 

at full effort repeatedly as a way to practice their craft.  In these sports, games, videogames, and 

other modes of competition, people can compete and even lose horribly without the threat of 

negative repercussions such as physical injury. When failure is not a risk to a competitor’s future 

success, they can compete to get better at competing.  However, fighters are not so lucky, as 

failure in the competition does reduce the likelihood of fighters’ future success because they take 

physical damage and, for that reason, cannot compete to get better at competing but rather must 

simulate the competition—an exercise called “sparring.”  Because fighters cannot practice their 

craft fully, the ceiling of their skill is lowered.  However, in Edge of Tomorrow, Major William 

Cage is able practice for a battle by competing in that exact battle because there are no 

permanent repercussions to his failures as long as he dies.  It is Major Cage’s ability to utilize 

trial and error with his life that allows him to succeed. 

The lack of physical repercussions for Major Cage in Edge of Tomorrow helped me begin 

to wonder how future hand-to-hand combat techniques might differ from those of professional 

MMA fighters of today if fighters could one day practice like Major Cage and use technology to 

turn fighting into a sport in which there is no longer a need to worry about accruing damage.  

This thought inspired me to want to write a story about fighters in the future who practice their 

discipline in virtual reality (VR) environments, who all kill each other repeatedly in the name of 

improving their hand-to-hand fighting technique. 

After making this decision to write about hand-to-hand combat in VR, I wrote an outline 
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for a story about a 17-year-old boy named Bit whose robot friend named Carmine teaches him 

martial arts in a VR environment in order to train him for a big black-market VR fighting 

tournament.  I even wrote that an adversarial character in the tournament would serve as Bit’s 

“monster” figure, making me feel this story had the potential to achieve my original goal of 

crafting realistic horror, albeit now with an added dose of science fiction (SF).  While reflecting 

on the prospect of this story, I began to find my villain idea corny, and I decided to rid myself of 

the requirement that my text be within the horror genre and contain a monster.  Instead, I decided 

to begin considering my project traditional SF. 

When I began researching SF, I found Netflix’s television series Black Mirror, and a 

pattern I noticed in the show became an influence for how I would view my fiction.  I saw that 

the show consistently explores potential personal, psychological, social, and/or ethical 

repercussions of potential future technologies.  I noticed a similarity between my work and Black 

Mirror in that I was unintentionally already beginning to delve into the repercussions for 

advancements in VR, artificial intelligence (AI), and, more specifically, artificial general 

intelligence (AGI)—AI whose intelligence spans enough domains such that they are as mentally 

flexible as humans.  Watching Black Mirror helped me decide to begin prioritizing the realism, 

not just of my text’s discussion of martial arts and psychology, but also in the technology of the 

world I was constructing.  I wanted to represent plausible repercussions of plausible future 

technologies in order to construct a world that seemed like a plausible future.  

Due to my desire to design a plausible future world, I began researching futurism and was 

reminded of a concept that seemed to scientifically grant me a pass for artistic freedom—“The 

Singularity” or “The Technological Singularity” made possible by “The Law of Accelerating 

Returns.”  Ray Kurzweil (author, computer scientist, inventor, and futurist), who studies the rate 



McIntyre 7 

 

at which technologies develop, discovered that “The Law of Accelerating Returns,” “which 

describes the acceleration of the pace of and exponential growth of an evolutionary process,” 

applies to our computational progress, which he discovered when he noticed that information 

technologies increase in capacity and price performance at an exponential rate (35).  Whereas in 

the case of linear progress in which our technology would improve at the same rate every year, 

the fact that our computational progress is exponential means the rate at which our information 

technology improves doubles every year. 

To put into perspective the importance of this distinction between linear progress and 

exponential progress, Kurzweil uses examples.  One such example of the significance of 

exponential progress is the fact that if you take thirty steps and count linearly, meaning you add 

one to a tally at every step, you find that thirty steps simply equals thirty tallies, but if you are to 

count exponentially, meaning you double the previous tally at every step, you will find that thirty 

steps takes you to a billion tallies.  

Another example Kurzweil uses to explain the significance of exponential progress is the 

human genome project.  Seven years into the human genome project, Kurzweil says many 

discussed the work as a “failure,” as the team had only decoded 1% of the human genome, 

making people think (with their assumption of linear progress) the project would take 700 years.  

But, because their “amount of genetic data doubled every year” and their “cost came down by 

half every year,” meaning their work was subject to the Law of Accelerating Returns and was 

progressing at an exponential rate, and because 1% is only seven doublings away from 100%, the 

human genome project took only 15 years (“Ray Kurzweil on the Human Genome Project…”).   

If Kurzweil is correct and our information technologies will continue to progress at an 

exponential rate, then our world is not only changing, but our world will begin to change at a rate 
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that will become increasingly difficult to understand.  Kurzweil has made many predictions 

about what the Law of Accelerating Returns means for our near future technologies, but he 

believes it is extremely difficult to accurately predict technological advancements past the year 

2045, as the exponential growth of our information technologies is projected to be so radical that 

the changes will be unfathomable.  Kurzweil calls the beginning of this period of unfathomable 

progress in technology “The Singularity.”  When I decided I would create a scientifically 

plausible world, I thought I was putting a restriction on my creativity, but the singularity as a 

concept increased my scope of what I considered to be realistic and scientifically possible, as it is 

logical reasoning that endorses the reality of radical change within my potential lifetime.  When I 

considered the potential for a technological singularity, I felt liberated and felt like I had received 

permission for creativity when it came to my imagining of future worlds. 

With the singularity widening my scope of possibilities and granting so much creative 

freedom, I had trouble developing the world in which my characters would live—I was 

paralyzed by opportunity.  I felt like I needed something to once again narrow my scope, 

something to ground my ruminations of a future influenced by AGI.  I continued my research 

into SF, looking for SF involving AI, when I discovered Isaac Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics 

in his short story collection I, Robot.  Reading I, Robot and discovering the Three Laws helped 

me break my writer’s block because I saw that Asimov was utilizing potential repercussions of 

the Laws as inspirations for his stories, and I instinctively imagined other potential repercussions 

of the Laws and thought those repercussions might be valuable to my work.  Asimov’s short 

story “Runaround” was his first story to directly mention what he at that point called “the three 

fundamental Rules of Robotics” (Asimov 44).  The rules (or “Laws” as they are now better 

known) are as follows:  
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(1) A robot may not injure a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human 

being to come to harm.  

(2) A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such 

orders would conflict with the First Law.  

(3) A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not 

conflict with the First or Second Laws. (Asimov 44-45) 

The first potential issue I noticed is that the first law forces robots not to allow a human being, 

seemingly any human being it knows about, “to come to harm,” which seems to mean these 

robots might live their lives purely as soldiers against human injury regardless of the orders we 

give them, constantly seeking out people in trouble or even those who are unknowingly on 

deleterious paths.  But another related issue I noticed with the first law, and the one that intrigued 

me the most, is the problem that comes with defining the words “injure” and “harm.” 

 The first law states that “A robot may not injure a human being, or, through inaction, 

allow a human being to come to harm,” but to assume this law works as intended assumes that 

all humans and all robots will have the same definition of “injure” and “harm” (Asimov 44-45).  

Adam Keiper and Ari N. Schulman, in their article “The Problem with ‘Friendly’ Artificial 

Intelligence,” discuss the efficacy of the Three Laws of Robots and agree with my concern about 

the wording of the first law when they write: 

guaranteeing ethical behavior in robots would require that we know and have 

relative consensus on the best ethical system (to say nothing of whether we could 

even program such a system into robots).  In other words, to truly guarantee that 

robots would act ethically, we would first have to solve all of ethics. (82-83)  

For Keiper and Schulman, the words “injure” and “harm” will not have specific enough 
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definitions until humanity is able to “solve” ethics, meaning robots will not know our definitions 

of “injure” or “harm” until humanity becomes wholly certain and clear of their definitions 

through rigorous philosophical and scientific study.  Unfortunately, humanity still has more 

intuitive understandings of these concepts.  It is for this reason that James H. Moor, in his article 

“Is Ethics Computable?,” says the first law can be “contradictory within some situations,” 

especially those in which “a robot must harm someone in order to prevent harm,” a situation a 

“robot surgeon” might experience when tasked with cutting someone open to improve or save 

their life (20).  Considering Asimov’s Three Laws helped me begin exploring the concept of 

“harm” in my text, and I asked myself questions such as the following: Is perfect physical safety 

a desirable way to live? Can experiences (such as those in VR) be considered “harm” against 

someone if their body is perfectly safe?  How would my character psychologically handle 

fighting to the death in a virtual environment in which he can feel all the pain of kicks to the 

liver, broken arms, etc., but is all the while aware his physical body is sitting alone and safe?  

Would being virtually killed mentally scar even those who believed they were prepared for it? 

These questions helped develop my project because I decided I wanted to craft a world 

surrounding my characters in which questions regarding the concept of “harm” would be 

accentuated.  I came up with the idea that Bit lived in a world where people have the choice to 

become “perfected” and “connected” when they turn 18, meaning they have the choice to rid 

themselves of bodily desires and become perfectly content if they choose to connect to earth’s 

hivemind—the global mental connection of people and AGI in which they all feel as if they are 

one.  I liked the idea of having this hivemind in the world of my story because I imagined that 

Bit would have the ability to compare his painful VR life with easy to achieve painlessness.  At 

that moment, I assumed this hivemind should have great control over the society due to its 
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mental capacity, yet I did not yet know what this control would look like. 

Due to my desire to use this setting to discuss a complicated notion of “harm,” I 

eventually thought, what if the hivemind desired to prevent “harm” from befalling the meat 

people like a global Asimov robot?  I imagined that this AGI-human amalgam should not be the 

ones who were perfectly content, but rather they had a desire to protect their meat children living 

risky, baser lives.  I asked myself, what would it be like if this hivemind could achieve perfect 

safety for the meat humans?  My answer was that humans would not move.  If the hivemind 

thought of discomfort as “harm,” then the humans would be rendered perpetually content, and 

they would not need to be held down to prevent them from moving but would instead choose to 

remain still due to their contentment with the present moment and their present state.  In short, 

with perfect contentment comes a lack of desire to alter anything about their state.  Considering 

this hivemind’s effect on the world of my story and considering the potential for them to 

optimize meat human safety by keeping them still was the beginning of my project taking its 

final shape.  However, I now had another concern. If I were to choose to write about a hivemind 

rendering meat humans perfectly content and therefore perfectly still, how can I write the story?  

How do I write about people doing nothing?   

My answer to this problem became that VR is his complete experience, and those in 

charge of him from the (now decentralized) hivemind only allow him to experience the negative 

emotion necessary for him to get used to the uncertainty that comes with living the life of a 

digital human after the singularity in a world where technology advances instantaneously.  In 

other words, because life in the hivemind is of continuous change and is a radically different life 

than that of the content, experience-less one he is used to, the hivemind’s representative allows 

him to experience change and discomfort in VR in order to allow him to acclimate to the feeling 



McIntyre 12 

 

of living in the hivemind. 

One influence for how I came to view the future of VR and how I would implement VR 

in my story is Rick and Morty, a cartoon marketed as SF.  In the episode “Mortynight Run,” 

there is a joke that takes up only about one and a half minutes, but it was influential in my 

thinking process around the extent of VR and how I can represent VR in my text.  The bit 

involves Rick and Morty being inside an alien arcade.  Rick puts a game helmet on Morty, which 

makes Morty unknowingly enter a VR game, one which puts the player inside the body of a 

young boy named “Roy.”  Little Roy, who is actually Morty, wakes up from “a bad dream,” in 

which, he says, an old man put a helmet on him.  His mom convinces him that his weird dream 

was the result of a fever and that he should go back to bed and, in doing so, helps turn the 

knowledge of his being Morty into no more than a dream.  Morty then proceeds to live out the 

rest of Roy’s life.  When (Morty “playing” as) Roy dies at 55 years old from falling off a small 

ladder, we discover that Morty felt as if he spent an entire 50 or so years in the videogame, and 

he could have spent even longer if he did not accidently die.  However, while his brain lived as 

Roy for the last half century, Morty only “played” for seconds or minutes in real time.  The name 

of this alien arcade game is “Roy: A Life Well Lived,” and it was the concept behind this game 

that inspired me to begin thinking about VR as less than a videogame or some kind of a physical 

internet, but more as the potential to truly live the life of another and even gain a new set of 

memories.  Seeing Morty live the life of Roy made me realize the extent to which Bit can 

encounter a wide range of different situations, emotions, perspectives, sensations, even 

personalities because he can in effect become different people. 

After realizing this greater potential for VR, I still believed that the perfect VR 

experience for my protagonist (now formerly known as “Bit”) in his uneventful life was that of 
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him fighting for his life.  However, I also figured the protagonist needed to do more than fight in 

VR.  I decided to utilize a structure I saw employed by Isaac Asimov in I, Robot and H.G. Wells 

in The Time Machine that seemed perfect for my situation—the frame narrative.  My text began 

taking its final form when I decided the safe, content, and still humans were the story of the 

frame narrative, and the VR experiences are not merely experiences within a story, but are rather 

short stories that can be read either as nested stories that are part of the greater collection or in 

isolation as standalone short stories.  When I made the decision to consider my work a short 

story collection held together by a frame narrative, I only had enough content for the frame 

narrative and one short story (the story about combat), but, by the time my project was finished, I 

ended up with four short stories within my frame narrative. 

 

The Stories 

In my frame narrative, the protagonist lives in a world in which humanity’s progress 

toward greater comfort has been taken to its most extreme, and no one ever feels lacking or 

desires anything they do not have in the present.  One day, he begins feeling the sensation of 

hunger.  He discusses the sensations with his “body neighbor”—the person who indefinitely sits 

next to him.  After experiencing the sensation, he enters into dream-like experiences that, 

unbeknownst to him, are VR simulations (as if he were Morty unknowingly playing different 

“Roys” back to back to back…).  These VR simulations, these lives, are the short stories of the 

collection.  At the end, after four short stories, we return to the frame narrative, and the 

protagonist (as well as the reader) discovers the reason and explanation for the VR experiences.  

All of these short stories have a connection in that the protagonist experiences failure, negative 

emotion, discomfort, and struggle, but when contrasted with the life of the protagonist in the 
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frame narrative, in the short stories, the protagonist has goals and a reason to move forward.  

And just like with my frame narrative, I needed to decide upon the world of my short stories 

before I could find the story within them. 

The first short story, which is entitled “Live,” is a heavily revised version of the original 

fighting story, and it became about armed combat, rather than unarmed combat.  Subsequently, it 

is also a revision of a story about a middle-aged man intentionally playing a VR combat 

simulator who gets killed by teenagers who have the bodies of anthropomorphic cartoon animals.  

In the end, this story came to be about a protagonist who has been through battle, has lost his 

partner/ best friend, and is in hiding.  My deciding to switch the story from being about a high-

tech VR videogame to a real-life scenario changed everything about the story other than the use 

of weapons.  For example, there was now evidence he had been in combat for days.   

In high stress scenarios in which our heartrates are extremely rapid, many people 

experience tunnel vision and slow motion time (Grossman 55).  In this story, I focus on the mind 

of the protagonist, and I do this by juxtaposing conscious, wordy, internal monologue (of a 

classic first person narration) from the experience of being in the moment, including the non-

verbal aspects of the protagonist’s consciousness, such as having all his attention on moving his 

body—when someone gives full attention to moving their body, words are not part of their 

world.  Despite this fact, I gave myself the job of trying to best represent these wordless thoughts 

in words.  I represent these non-linguistic thoughts by slowing down the text when he is at full 

attention, emulating the slowed time he experiences when his adrenaline kicks in and his 

heartrate increases.  Alongside his non-linguistic thoughts are his linguistic thoughts, which are 

written in quick bursts of images and doubts and thoughts about how and where to move.  When 

he is in his head and is wordy, he is in great pain, but when he is sufficiently attentive to 
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defending his life and moving his body, when he is in “flow,” his pain disappears, as there is no 

longer any space for it in his conscious mind.   

When read in the context of the frame narrative, this story is the VR life in which the 

protagonist experiences the most physical pain and physical struggle.  Fighting is a physical 

symbol of powering through struggle, synonymous with getting up when you would rather stay 

down, which is why, although this story may seem the most down to earth out of the collection, 

this experience is the most alien for the protagonist, as he is on a journey into the unknown and 

nothing is more unknown to him than pain, fear, exertion, and aggression.   

The second story, which is entitled “The Model Constituent,” is a dystopia in which 

perceived psychopathy is illegal, and the protagonist struggles to gain prestige in a society in 

which citizens vote on each other’s fate.  In its first draft, this story was originally a conversation 

in a courtroom between a defendant accused of psychopathy and judges tasked with sentencing 

him.  This version contained barely any information about the world of the story and was almost 

all dialogue other than the occasional and brief internal monologue of the protagonist.  My story 

changed to its current structure when I was able to better flesh out a concept of a psychopath 

witch hunt, which happened when I took the time to first prepare and understand the kind of 

society that would have such a witch hunt.  This society became one in which everyone votes on 

the fates of others and in which everyone knows everyone’s vote.  The effects of this kind of 

society is that conformity is maximized and those who deviate are labelled and punished by 

those who conform.  The antagonism of this society encourages the protagonist to have no moral, 

political, or philosophical foundation outside of agreeing with others.  His survival instincts tell 

him to be a hypocritical sycophant and appease those in power—the majority, containing many 

who likewise vote the way they believe they are supposed to. 
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This society is in part inspired by extrapolating cancel culture (or outrage culture, call-out 

culture) to a logical extreme—the kind of culture in which we are encouraged or in some way 

socially rewarded, among other things, to argue for people to be fired from their jobs for saying 

or doing something we dislike or find offensive, no matter how long ago the offense took place.  

When I began crafting the society, I listed some of the facets of cancel culture to think about the 

future it might suggest if the trend continues.  The four main facets I considered were that people 

who take part in cancel culture (1) share their opinions publicly on social media, (2) try to shut 

down dissenters and dissidents, (3) promote the idea that accusations are tantamount to guilt and 

that those they accuse and label deserve their fate, and (4) believe those who do not help chastise 

the accused and labelled dissidents are supportive of and complicit in the improper behavior.  

 In this story’s society, the perceived majority has complete rule.  Because it is a pure 

democracy where the majority always wins, protections for minorities, such as free speech or the 

concept that people are innocent until proven guilty, do not exist.  In effect, minority viewpoints 

have been criminalized.  Because everyone’s vote is made public and because the high judge 

votes first, people do not vote their true opinion but rather vote to protect themselves and blend 

in.  In this society, due to the perceived ideological cohesion, the normal human instinct to be 

self-involved has been pathologized and criminalized, and the label to describe a self-involved 

person has been weaponized.  In this society, any accusation of selfishness, self-involvement, 

individuality, or any form of prioritizing of oneself over others are considered signs of a 

psychopath—a malevolent person who is not fit for polite society and does not fit in with the 

group well enough.  To avoid standing out, constituents often speak in cliché.  However, if you 

notice, some clichés all of a sudden have been labelled as psychopathic once an accusation is 

made, which is reminiscent of cancel culture encouraging people to dig through each other’s 
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Twitter histories in order to find something written a decade ago that is considered offensive by 

today’s standards—we are, in effect, punishing people for not knowing the future.  That clichés 

become psychopathic is also reminiscent of the idea going around today that the “ok” hand 

gesture is now racist and can no longer be used in polite society.  In light of these recent trends, I 

believe this short story can help the reader ask more questions when confronted with an 

ultimatum that amounts to “Someone somewhere decided behavior ‘x’ deserves label ‘y,’ and if 

you do not agree, you are a ‘y.’”  The citizens in this story who have been yet to be labelled 

“psychopaths” are called “constituents” because they are not selfish individuals but rather 

selfless parts of a whole—the Communal, the monolithic voting bloc; it is the expectation that 

constituents prioritize the Communal over themselves that is the logic behind why the society’s 

view of psychopathy has encroached into normal human behavior.  And, just like within modern 

cancel culture, in this story’s society there is no possibility of redemption.  There are only the 

opinions of strangers.  Although most of the accused psychopaths have been accused of normally 

trivial things, one of the accused psychopaths has been accused of causing a woman’s death by 

punching her in the head.  If this accusation is true, he deserves his punishment, but is it true?  Is 

majority opinion a good system for deciding truth? 

This story can also be read as a critique of cultures that fear diversity, as it is about a 

society that lacks protections for minorities.  I am using “psychopaths” as a metaphor for all the 

potentially oppressed groups or individuals, so this story is not about the oppression of actual 

psychopaths despite the fact that what goes for “psychopathic” in this story fits the same 

definition as psychopathy and anti-social personality disorder in real life.  This society’s official 

definition of “psychopathy” might match our real-world society’s definition, but the term is 

interpreted very differently due to the different values of the fictional society.  In other words, 



McIntyre 18 

 

the term “psychopath” has a different meaning in the story than it does in modern psychology, 

but it maintains the same literal definition prior to the societal bias that generates the difference 

in meaning.  I intentionally have left out references to race, for example, because I wanted the 

oppressed group in this story to be representative of all oppressed groups and individuals.  I 

wanted to find a label that was metaphorical for oppression or “the Other” in general, so people 

of all genders, backgrounds, sexualities, and ways of living can imagine themselves in this 

society—as an isolated individual in a “lot” hoping to avoid suspicion of difference from the 

majority.  I chose psychopaths as my metaphor because I believe most people dislike 

psychopaths and would agree that a society with fewer psychopaths is better than one with more.  

I also assume many would like the ability to spot psychopaths if they could in order to avoid 

them.  My using the term “psychopath” when juxtaposed with the offenses that are considered 

psychopathic is intended to make the reader want to question their bias to want to support 

someone being chastised due to their label.  

When read within the context of the frame narrative, this story is about trying to navigate 

a treacherous social landscape.  It is about reflecting on ourselves and discovering our priorities, 

about reflecting on whether we care more about our beliefs or more about self-preservation 

through conformity.  When faced with death, most of us would pick conformity, which is one 

reason why the dystopian genre is able to exist in the first place.  In this VR life, the protagonist 

experiences uncertainty of his future, and he needs to cope every day with the fear of being voted 

upon next.  He also experiences the far ends of the spectrum of societal appreciation in that he 

has the opportunity to experience both the pleasure of being loved by everyone and the pain of 

being hated by everyone.  He experiences being part of a monolithic community and the feeling 

of being alone in a seemingly united society.   
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One of my artistic goals (outside of representing an exaggeration of cancel culture and 

providing the protagonist of my frame narrative a way to learn about himself through struggling 

in a societal setting) was to represent how the constituents of a self-oppressive society—a society 

that is not oppressed by an outside ruler but rather by themselves—explain frustration through 

art, which I have chosen to represent in descriptions of graffitied political cartoons.  People 

speak through their art, and graffiti is a kind of art that can be anonymous. The reason I chose 

graffitied political cartoons is because they can be anonymous in a world where opinions are not 

supposed to be anonymous, and the images can speak quickly but subtly.  When it comes to 

political cartoons, not everyone will understand the message.  If someone does understand the 

message, however, they might understand an essay’s worth of argument from a glance at a 

picture.  The saying goes, “A picture is worth a thousand words,” although this does not work in 

my case as each picture is described in far fewer than a thousand words.  I suppose, in my case, 

the saying might go, “A description of a picture is worth more words than make it up.”   

The third story, which is entitled “Inventory,” is a translation of Jorge Luis Borges’ short 

story “The Library of Babel” (or, more accurately, Anthony Kerrigan’s translation of Jorge Luis 

Borges’ “The Library of Babel,” translated from the original Spanish to English), making my 

story a translation of a translation.  My primary artistic goal for this short story was to take my 

favorite aspects of Borges’ short story and “translate” or repurpose them for new narrative with 

different characters but with a similar style and aesthetic, about a similar world, discussing 

similar themes and philosophical questions about meaning, knowledge, and whether the universe 

is comprehendible or purely chaotic.  For example, in “The Library of Babel,” the “Library” is 

the universe, but, in my story, the universe is called “Inventory,” both of which are odd universes 

that contain pages with seemingly randomized letters and punctuation marks on them.  In “The 
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Library of Babel,” people look for “their book”—the book that describes their life and reveals 

their destiny.  In my story, however, the protagonist’s book (or, in this case, page) was said to 

have already been found, stating his destiny is to discover the code to understand all the text in 

walls.  In this story, the protagonist is on a journey to find the meaning.  The protagonist’s 

destiny is similar to the search for another book in the “Library”—the book that categorizes all 

the books, which would be tantamount to the access to all the information the universe has to 

offer. 

While I say this story is a “translation” of “The Library of Babel,” others might say it was 

inspired by “The Library of Babel,” but my understanding of translation has become nuanced.  I 

used to believe translation was a strict word-by-word adherence to an original text; however, 

after taking a class about translation and translation theory, my notion of fidelity in translation no 

longer refers to merely a verbatim duplication in another language.  My new notion of fidelity 

takes into account that the purpose of translation can only be to impart whichever qualities of the 

original that happen to be most noticeable, interesting, or important to the translator.  Octavio 

Paz and Eliot Weinberger, in their book 19 Ways of Looking at Wang Wei, say “translation is 

more than a leap from dictionary to dictionary; it is a reimagining of the poem.  As such every 

reading of every poem, regardless of language, is an act of translation: translation into the 

reader’s intellectual and emotional life” (43).  Every translation is a reimagining and every 

reading a translation, by the transitive property, we know that it is Paz and Weinberger’s opinion 

that every reading is a reimagining.  When we read a text, we can only notice what our eyes 

catch and our brains analyze, and we can only relate that which we notice to what we have seen 

in the past.  In this view, translating is more personal and artistic than scientific, and the 

personalities, states-of-mind, and styles of translators have significant influence over how the 
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translations turn out.  For example, when I originally read “The Library of Babel,” what stood 

out to me most was the fictional universe’s structure, so a translation of my creation had to 

include some kind of fictional universe at bare minimum. 

There is no perfect translation, only better translations for specific purposes.  Lydia Davis 

says, “A lot of people agree that translation is really about compromise; you can’t get the sense 

exactly unless you sacrifice the sound, and vice versa” (“Multilingual Wordsmiths”).  Davis is 

acknowledging that translators must weigh their options and choose what specific aspects to 

translate. There is no perfect translation because, to use a cliché, something is always lost in 

translation.  When a translator goes word-by-word and tries their best to find a word in the 

translation language which has a meaning that most closely resembles that in the original 

language, they are losing the word’s appearance, sound, cultural history, and sometimes 

connotation.  If the original work contained a rhyme scheme, that is lost.  If the original was 

intended to visually appear a certain way, that is lost.  A perfect translation of meaning (if it is 

possible) is not equivalent to a perfect translation, as there is more to a creative work than its 

literal meaning.  There is no such thing as a “perfect” translation because it is an unavoidable 

fact that translators must sacrifice some aspects of a work for others because translating all 

aspects simultaneously would amount to leaving the original unaltered. 

In order to decide what to translate and what let go, the translator must consider the 

unique goal of their translation.  Lori Chamberlain, in “Gender and the Metaphorics of 

Translation,” says, “the meaning of the word ‘fidelity’ in the context of translation changes 

according to the purpose translation is seen to serve in a larger aesthetic or cultural context” 

(461).  Translations with different goals from one another will work with differing notions of 

fidelity.  For example, a translation which translates the sound of a text is no less a translation 
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than a translation which translates the meaning of a text.  They are merely translations which 

have different purposes.  Once I learned the sacrifices required of a translator do not preclude 

them from translating well, but rather grant them opportunity as a byproduct, I ran with the idea 

that I can translate a specific aspect of a text for a specific goal, and I was inspired to translate 

the style, themes, and philosophical questions of a story already written in English. 

 While my primary artistic goal for this story was to translate “The Library of Babel,” my 

secondary goal for this short story was to provide a VR experience for the protagonist of the 

frame narrative in which his highest hope is lost.  I believe humans are happy when we have a 

goal we can make progress toward.  When we attain a goal itself, we are momentarily happy but 

are soon after looking for the next goal, as the achievement of the goal signals the end of the 

game.  This story is based around the idea that it is devastating to have one goal and discover that 

goal is impossible.  

This story can also be read as a metaphor for looking for meaning in the universe while 

living in a multiverse, for considering our “place” in existence in the case of a real scientific 

hypothesis.  It is possible that we live in a universe that is merely one of an infinite number of 

universes.  And if we are to take the concept of infinity seriously, we must ask ourselves, what is 

meaning, knowledge, and understanding when our universe’s laws of physics and constants are 

merely one expression of a potentially infinite number of possibilities?  If we live in an infinite 

multiverse, there would be no grand cosmic logic as to why our universe contains this or that 

property because much about it would be happenstance, meaning at one point science would hit a 

roadblock and need to admit “That’s just the way it is.”  In this way, I think of R34dr as a 

scientist in a multiverse looking for the Theory of Everything, looking to understand all the 

randomness. 
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 The fourth short story, which is entitled “Under,” was designed almost solely to be read 

as a VR experience in the frame narrative.  My artistic goal with this story was to represent a 

dream-like experience in which my protagonist experiences raw images, emotions, and 

sensations that quickly change to other images and other emotions.  I wanted a dream-like story 

because through dreams, just like daily experiences, literature, and art, we learn about the world, 

other people, and ourselves, which can help us mentally and emotionally prepare for intense 

experiences.  I find it interesting that dreams exist as a biological phenomenon and that literature 

exists in close to every culture on the planet because it raises the question, “Are simulated or 

vicarious experiences necessary for survival or to mature and learn?”  

In the surreal, dream-like environment of this story, the character gets the chance to 

experience hunger, anxiety/stress, and even contemplates the meaning of his own death—things 

that never (or very rarely in the case of hunger) happen to him in his perfected life of the frame 

narrative.  This VR experience has the least amount of narrative and but is a space in which the 

character can experience different kinds of anxiety, for example; like both the anxiety of being 

late to his basketball game as well as of being on the run for a crime.  One way I try to achieve 

the surreal, dream-like feeling of this story is by consistently breaking the flow of narrative, 

where people become other people, objects become other objects, and the main character loses 

track of and misattributes what is causing his anxiety. 

 

 

SF 

After completing my fiction and having researched SF, I feel confident saying my work 

can be described as “SF.”  But what is SF, and why am I confident my text is SF?  While 

researching SF criticism, I frequently saw the name “Darko Suvin” and correctly presumed he 
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was someone I needed to know more about.  Dr. Darko Suvin is “a professor of literature, a 

scholar of repute, and [the former] the co-director of Science-Fiction Studies” (Pukallus 253).  

Suvin has been called SF’s “most influential critic” (Renault 113), mostly due to the fact that has 

written “one of the most significant full-length studies” of SF (Hollinger 223), the “most 

influential book of criticism” on SF (Rieder 6)—Suvin’s Metamorphoses of Science Fiction 

(1979), in which he outlines his definition of SF.  Suvin’s definition of SF has been described as 

the “default” (Kincaid) and “by far the best and most influential” definition of SF (Rieder 6).  

There is no perfect, unanimously agreed upon method by which we can define SF, and many 

disagree with Suvin’s definition.  However, Suvin’s definition of SF is so popular amongst SF 

critics that I think it is reasonable to see how my work compares to his definition in order to 

figure out if my work deserves the label “SF.”  

Suvin defines “SF” in his book Metamorphoses of Science Fiction when he says it is “a 

literary genre whose necessary and sufficient conditions are the presence and interaction of 

estrangement and cognition, and whose main formal device is an imaginative framework 

alternative to the author’s empirical environment” (7-8, italics original).  Suvin later goes into 

more detail on what he means when he says SF’s “main formal device is an imaginative 

framework alternative to the author’s empirical environment” when he discusses the concept of a 

“novum,” but what does Suvin mean by “estrangement” and “cognition?” 

According to Rieder, it was in the article “On the Poetics of the Science Fiction Genre” 

that Suvin first argued SF is cognitive estrangement (6).  In Suvin’s article, he describes 

“estrangement” and writes that “A representation which estranges is one which allows us to 

recognize its subject, but at the same time make it seem unfamiliar. And further: for somebody to 

see all normal happenings in a dubious light” (374).  For Suvin, SF “estranges,” meaning the 
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imaginary world constructed by the author represents our world and yet is made odd, allowing us 

to see our world from a fresh angle, helping us see new aspects of our world.  Suvin clarifies his 

view of “estrangement” by comparing SF to genres that lack it.  In Metamorphoses of Science 

Fiction, Suvin writes, “Estrangement differentiates SF from the ‘realistic’ literary mainstream 

extending from the eighteenth century into the twentieth” (Suvin 8).  For Suvin, if a text 

represents the world as we know it without variation, like that of the “realistic literary 

mainstream,” the text has no “estrangement,” which means an “estranged” text depicts a world 

that, in Rieder’s words, “var[ies] in some significant way from the author’s empirical 

environment” (6).  In short, an “estranged” world reminds us of the author’s world but is 

dissimilar to it.   

For Suvin, a text is only SF if this “estrangement” interacts with “cognition.”  John 

Rieder, in his article “What is SF? Some Thoughts on Genre,” describes “cognition” when he 

writes “an estranged, non-realist setting is not in itself sufficient to make a narrative into science 

fiction.  The setting must also be rigorously logical and self-consistent” (6).  For a text to be 

“cognitive,” the estranged world must be plausible according to what is currently known about 

existence by humanity at the time of the text’s inception.  Suvin again clarifies his term by 

describing the genres that lack “cognition.”  For Suvin, “Cognition differentiates [SF] not only 

from myth, but also from the folk (fairy) tale and the fantasy” (8).  If an author has no intent to 

represent a plausible or realistic world or makes no attempt to explain why the text’s world is 

plausible or realistic, then the text has no “cognition.”  According to Suvin’s definition of SF, SF 

texts represent non-existent worlds (like a fantasy texts), but do not represent worlds known to be 

impossible (like texts of the “realistic literary mainstream”) (Suvin 8).  In other words, the world 

of a SF text is imaginary and fantastic and yet possible according to humanity’s understanding of 
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science at the moment of the text’s publication.  In my frame narrative, nothing that takes place 

is known to be physically impossible, so it is cognitive within the context of a technological 

singularity and radical technological advancement.  My frame narrative is also set in the future 

past the singularity, so it is estranged in that human society has gone through great change. 

Another feature of SF, according to Suvin in his book, is that “Sf is distinguished by the 

narrative dominance or hegemony of a fictional ‘novum’ (novelty, innovation) valid by cognitive 

logic” (63, italics original).  The “novum” is what Suvin refers to earlier in his book when he 

writes SF’s “main formal device is an imaginative framework alternative to the author’s 

empirical environment” (7-8, italics original).  The “novum” (or the heretofore “world” I have 

been discussing) is a significant feature of SF.  For Suvin, a SF texts presents an imagined 

world—a novum—that is relevant to the plot, significantly different from the author’s world (or 

estranged), and possible (or cognitive).   

When it comes to the novum’s relevance to the plot, Suvin writes “An SF narration is a 

fiction in which the SF element or aspect, the novum, is hegemonic, that is, so central and 

significant that it determines the whole narrative logic—or at least the overriding narrative 

logic—regardless of any impurities that might be present” (70).  Here, I interpret Suvin to be 

saying that the logic behind the existence of the novum, its estrangement from and cognitive 

connection to the author’s world, must have relation to the plot, how the characters behave, 

and/or what the narrator focuses on.  This rang true for me because it was not until I began 

focusing on the novum of my frame narrative that I was able to solidify what I was writing 

about.  I discovered that I needed to finish crafting the novum of my frame narrative before I 

could lock down how I would explore the life of a characters in it, which is due to my novum’s 

relevance to its corresponding plot.  
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The novum in my frame narrative is relevant to the plot of my frame narrative in that the 

protagonist’s situation is dictated by the technology of society he lives in.  He has been rendered 

safe, content, and still by AGI-human hivemind/ digital community, so the novum has put him in 

a unique situation that dictates how the story plays out.  He does nothing.  Due to this unique 

situation, I had to figuring out a way to make the story begin and make the characters talk, which 

became his starting to experience sensations.  Afterwards, I tried to allow the situation and 

dialogue to play out to its logical conclusions.  The characters having perfect contentment in the 

frame narrative also had a great impact on the thread of similarity between the short stories—that 

all protagonists work toward a goal but struggle and fail on the way to learning how to cope with 

uncertainty. 

 Suvin elaborates on the requirements of a novum and says a novum of a SF text must 

describe the plausibility of its estranged features.  He writes: 

Probably the most important consequence of an understanding of SF as a 

symbolic system centered on a novum which is to be cognitively validated 

within the narrative reality of the tale and its interaction with reader 

expectations is that the novelty has to be convincingly explained in concrete, 

even if imaginary, terms, that is, in terms of the specific time, place, agents, 

and cosmic and social totality of each tale. (Suvin 80) 

Here, Suvin is saying that a novum is not a SF novum if it does not explain the cognitive 

reasoning for the novum and its connection to the author’s reality.  An example I imagine is that 

a world in which centaurs roam could be in a fantasy text or a SF text depending on how the 

centaurs’ existence is or is not explained.  In a fantasy text, centaurs might be merely another 

species whose existence is not out of the ordinary.  In a SF text, however, centaurs, who are 
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known in reality to be fictional creatures, would need to have their existence explicitly explained 

in such a way that makes a novum with their existence plausible, like the centaurs being aliens or 

the result some kind of genetic experiment.  This explanation would be the “cognition” of the 

world with centaurs. 

Because SF is greatly connected to this “cognition” (or reasoning that suggests 

plausibility), Suvin believes SF is “a specifically roundabout way of commenting on the author’s 

collective context” and that “Even where SF suggests—sometimes strongly—a flight from [the 

author’s] context, this is an optical illusion and epistemological trick” (84).  For Suvin, even 

when a SF’s novum appears not to be commenting on the author’s world, it is still commenting 

on the author’s world.  Due to its cognition, a SF’s novum will always provide perspective on the 

world of the author. 

The novum in my frame narrative relates to the world in which I live in that it is inspired 

in part by the fact that we have a trend of using technology to reduce stress and make life easier 

and more comfortable.  All animals dislike discomfort and work to eliminate as much as 

possible, but modern, city-dwelling humans living in wealthy nations have access to technology 

that allows them to maximize comfort and minimize discomfort.  In this way, the forced 

contentment of the protagonist in the frame narrative can be read as an exaggeration of the 

luxuries of modern human life in wealthy nations.   

Other than this slight social critique, my text’s novum also has a connection to the real-

life problem that concerned Asimov, which is the method humans will use to try an maintain 

control over our synthetic-brained creations.  The concept of an AGI-human digital community 

or hivemind is also a possibility because humans at one point in the future might decide the best 

method for preventing AGI from having control over the fate of humanity is to connect with it—
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perhaps the logical extent of our dependence on technology.  And it is this concept of merging 

with our technology is that Kurzweil calls “Epoch 5” in the timeline of human evolution (20). 

The first short story, “Live,” contains the most “cognition” out of all my stories because 

it is consistent with what we understand to be true about reality, which is why it also contains the 

least “estrangement.”  This story presents a situation perhaps very few of us have experienced, 

but there is nothing about the world that is other-worldly.  I would, however, argue that this story 

contains “estrangement” by virtue of its existing within the already estranged frame narrative.  

This story does not have its own estranged novum if read in isolation, but when ready as part of 

the collection we can see the story as representing the opposite end of the spectrum of comfort 

from the frame narrative and therefore has a jarring or estranging transition from the frame 

narrative.  

The second short story, “The Model Constituent,” contains the second most “cognition” 

out of all my stories by default due to the oddity of the third and fourth stories.  Nothing about 

the story indicates the characters are in another universe or on another planet.  The characters are 

merely living in a society that does not currently exist.  The novum of this story is cognitive in 

that it is an extrapolation of the current trend of cancel culture, as “psychopaths” are a metaphor 

for the canceled of cancel culture.  It is also cognitive in that I utilize actual symptoms of 

psychopathy or anti-social personality disorder, but those symptoms are reinterpreted to an 

extreme.  This story’s novum “estranges” us from our world of social media “likes,” Twitter 

beefs, and rating each other’s profiles on apps like Uber, similar to the Black Mirror episode 

“Nosedive,” in which citizens are valued and treated differently based on a score out five stars.   

For the first draft of my third short story, “Inventory,” the narrative was originally written 

in the reverse order to its current state because I was forcing myself to utilize the same 
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organization of “The Library of Babel.”  I originally, like in Borges narrative, began this story 

with a detailed description of the novum.  It was not until I began thinking of the novum of the 

monkey room as a reveal that I was able to better write about what the protagonist’s journey was 

heading towards. So, although the novum did not change, its presentation changed the logical 

progression of the protagonist’s story (a part of the little “cognition” this story contains).  This 

story is highly “estranged” in that it takes place in a fictional universe, one in which the entire 

universe is lined with filing cabinets containing sheets of paper with letter, numbers, and 

punctuation marks typed on them.  Due to it lacking in apparent “cognition,” when read in 

isolation and without the context of the frame narrative, it might be read as a fantasy text.  

However, when read as part of the collection, it is merely another VR life for the protagonist of 

the frame narrative.  

The fourth short story, “Under,” was originally about the protagonist dreaming that his 

car was going over the edge of a bridge, and, in believing he was falling to his death, had the 

opportunity to consider the impact and importance of his life.  I rewrote this story and 

deemphasized the contemplation prior to death and emphasized the experience of being in the 

dream, the experience of being in its novum.  Because it is surreal and dream-like, one view is 

that this is my most “estranged” story.  However, dreams are real, and most humans experience 

them nightly, so, from another perspective, it could be viewed as not estranged at all if the reader 

recognizes the protagonist is dreaming.   

If we are to compare my stories to Suvin’s criteria for SF, when the estrangement of a 

story goes up, the cognition goes down, and vice versa.  For example, the first story is very 

cognitive but not very estranged, while the fourth story has little cognition but a lot of 

estrangement.  In my view, I have written one SF text (the frame narrative) that contains within 
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its nested stories all different levels of estrangement and cognition.  The short stories within my 

collection have different levels of estrangement and cognition, but the frame narrative 

contextualizes them all, as they all take place in the same universe and happen to the same 

character. 

 

SF Lineages 

My work not only fits into Suvin’s definition SF, it also fits into Paul Kincaid’s less 

prescriptive and more descriptive definition of SF that he put forward in his article “On the 

Origins of Genre.”  My work is SF according to Kincaid if it is within the lineage of texts that 

are widely considered foundational SF, and, for me, those texts are Frankenstein by Mary 

Shelley, I, Robot by Isaac Asimov, The Machine Stops by E.M. Forster, and The Time Machine 

by H.G. Wells.  Kincaid writes,  

By thinking of science fiction as a network of such family resemblances, it is 

easier to see that science fiction is not one thing.  Rather, it is any number of 

things—a future setting, a marvelous device, an ideal society, an alien creature, a 

twist in time, an interstellar journey, a satirical perspective, a particular approach 

to the matter of story, whatever we may be looking for when we look for science 

fiction, here more overt, here more subtle—which are braided together in an 

endless variety of combinations. 

Kincaid believes genres are based off texts’ “network of such family resemblances” or their 

similarity to one another, that SF texts are the texts that respond to, pay an homage to, or are 

similar to what we believe a SF text is, which includes “a future setting” and “an ideal society.”  

He believes, even before the coinage of the term “science fiction,”  
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we can still identify certain works of the 1890s—The Time Machine, The War of 

the Worlds, The Invisible Man—as science fiction because they resemble so 

closely works that are clearly science fiction.  Tracing the resemblances ever 

backwards will not lead to that original urtext, of course—there is no such a 

thing—but it does lead, rather, to a series of urtexts. (Kincaid)   

Kincaid does not believe there is one first SF text, but rather believes there may be a collection 

of texts which each started an aspect or trend that would become part of the SF genre.  Kincaid 

specifically mentions “Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein” and “H.G. Wells” as being among this 

collection of SF influencers and says,  

Whether this necessarily makes any of these works the urtext of science fiction, or 

whether it makes them science fiction at all is open to debate, but they certainly 

resemble aspects of what we would come to call science fiction, they might be 

considered the starting point for threads that would come to constitute science 

fiction.  

One such “thread” that has “come to constitute science fiction” is the expression of either 

technophobia and/or technophilia, and it was Shelley’s Frankenstein that popularized the trend 

of technophobia in SF.  

According to Kincaid’s view of SF, my text can be considered SF if it is within the 

lineage of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) because Shelley’s novel is such a foundational 

text of SF.  Brian W. Aldiss, in Trillion Year Spree: The History of Science Fiction (1986), 

updates the claim he previously made in Billion Year Spree: The True History of Science Fiction 

(1973) that Frankenstein was the first SF text and says “Of course, it is in a way a Stone Age 

truth to say that SF began with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818).  The more we know, the 
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less certain we can be about origins” (18).  Aldiss has softened his stance in the 13 years between 

his publications but goes on to say, “Nevertheless, bearing in mind that no genre is pure, 

Frankenstein is more than a merely convenient place at which to begin the story” (18).  Although 

even Aldiss, who is famous for his assertion that Frankenstein is the first SF novel, believes 

there is no one urtext of SF, he, like many others, believes Frankenstein holds a unique place in 

the genre’s origins, and I believe one aspect of this unique place is the popularization of 

technophobia.   

Isaac Asimov, in Asimov on Science Fiction, mentions his agreement with Aldiss and 

writes, “Brian Aldiss considers Frankenstein published in Great Britain in 1818, to be the first 

true science fiction story, and I tend to agree with him” (19).  He elaborates later in his book and 

writes, “Mary Shelley was the first to make use of a new finding of science which she advanced 

further to a logical extreme, and it is that which makes Frankenstein the first true science fiction 

novel” (183).  Asimov agrees with Aldiss’ hard stance from 1973 that Frankenstein was the first 

SF and reveals his definition for SF when he provides his reasoning.  For Asimov, Frankenstein 

is SF because it extrapolates to view a potential repercussion of a potential future technology—

the same goal I have had ever since becoming inspired by Black Mirror.  In other words, SF 

takes place in an “estranged” future and uses “cognition” to foresee specific consequences of the 

“estrangement,” which is a description that matches my depiction of hyper-realistic VR and AGI.  

Another reason why I believe my text is within the lineage of Frankenstein, and therefore 

SF, is because Frankenstein inspired Asimov to construct his Three Laws of Robotics which in 

turn inspired aspects of my text, putting Shelley, Asimov, and myself all within the technophile-

technophobe debate.  In this perspective, my text continues the conversation started in 

Frankenstein, the conversation as to whether we should be afraid of losing control of 
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advancements in technology and technology itself or whether we should be afraid of humans 

utilizing and directing the progress of technology.  This is the debate between technophobes and 

technophiles, and, since Frankenstein, much of SF has explored the technophobic-technophilic 

spectrum, usually siding on the technophobic side.  In “Technology in the Dystopian Novel,” 

Beauchamp describes the difference between technophobes and technophiles.  He writes, “The 

technophiles contend that technology is value-neutral, merely a tool that can be used for good or 

ill depending on the nature and purposes of the user… The technophobes, by contrast, view 

technology as a creation that can transcend the original purposes of its creator and take on an 

independent existence and will of its own” (54).  Frankenstein is an example of a very 

technophobic text in that Frankenstein’s monster has a will of his own and even turns on his 

creator.  Shelley and her novel began a trend (or “thread” as Kincaid would say) of 

technophobia, and it was this trend that inspired Asimov’s technophilic career, in which he wrote 

stories about mostly harmless robots confined by the Three Laws of Robotics.   

Asimov disliked the fear of science being reproduced in SF inspired by Frankenstein and 

labelled that fear the “Frankenstein Complex.”  Alessandro Portelli, in his article, “The Three 

Laws of Robotics: Laws of the Text, Laws of Production, Laws of Society” writes,  

Isaac Asimov sees this ‘Frankenstein complex’ as part of an anti-scientific 

tradition which treats science as a violation of nature and a dangerous act of 

human pride.  Since the outset of his career, he has therefore been striving to 

rehabilitate robots as mere artifacts, built by man and therefore subjected to 

human control. (150)   

Asimov believed humans were smart enough to make sure they maintain synthetic creatures as 

tools and would not need to worry about robots having an agenda to overthrow their creators.  
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Portelli goes on to describe how Asimov combated the “Frankenstein Complex” with his 

technophilic Three Laws, saying the Three Laws encouraged “a new attitude toward science, 

now seen as an instrument for the progress of mankind rather than a threat.  Should science ever 

go out of control, it will not be because of its inherent characteristics, but through the fault of 

mankind” (150).  Here, Portelli is describing the Three Laws as an argument for technophilia 

because he is saying they necessitate that humans are responsible for the effects and progress of 

their technology.  Asimov countered the pessimism of Shelley with his Three Laws of Robotics 

and helped people view our technology as appliances we can control that are not to be feared 

intrinsically.  

I, Robot contains mostly technophilic stories, but my text is similar to the most 

technophobic story.  The first and most technophilic story in I, Robot, setting the tone for the 

collection, is “Robbie.”  In “Robbie,” the titular robot saves a little girl’s life after her father 

allows her to get in harm’s way in order to prove to his wife, the girl’s mother, that Robbie is a 

good addition to their home.  The last and most technophobic story in I, Robot is “The Evitable 

Conflict,” in which the Machines interpret the first law to refer to humanity, not individuals, and 

decide to punish anti-Machine groups in order to maintain power and protect humanity.  “The 

Evitable Conflict” is similar to my story in that the AGI-human hivemind decide to protect meat 

humanity, the difference between the two stories being that in mine it is a joint decision, as the 

humans are connected to the machines.  “The Evitable Conflict” is more technophobic than my 

frame narrative, especially evident in one of the last lines of the story.  Asimov writes, “Only the 

Machines, from now on, are inevitable!” (272).  If the machines are truly inevitable, that means 

they are no longer under human control, and the technophobes have been shown to be correct.  

However, another view is that, ultimately, humans are always at fault when it comes to The 
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Three Laws of Robotics.  If humans wrote the laws, and the laws only fail due to their inherent 

flaws, then humans can control their technology but would need only write better and clearer 

laws.   

Like “The Evitable Conflict,” the frame narrative of my story is difficult to categorize as 

clearly technophobic or technophilic, as it depends on the audience preferences.  Although I 

believe my text is not purely technophobic or technophilic, Gorman Beauchamp, in his article 

“Technology in the Dystopian Novel,” describes a reason why he might believe my text is highly 

technophobic.  Beauchamp writes,  

The greatest threat posed by technology, these dystopists suggest, is not that 

man’s mechanical creations will come to rule over him like some alien power but 

that rather that he will so completely introject the ethos of technology that his 

highest aspiration will be to become a machine himself.  Then the machine, like 

Hell for Milton’s Satan, will be inside him.  The dystopian’s technophobia takes 

perhaps its most horrific form in this vision. (62) 

Beauchamp believes that the most technophobic narrative, the most dystopian, is one in which 

humans seek to be machine-like.  Although Beauchamp might see my text as fitting this 

description, in that humans in my story join the digital community with AGI, the humans are 

mentally enhanced but not necessarily robotic.  They may live in a digital space, but they are not 

machines—they are advanced, bodiless humans.  When it comes down to how technophobic my 

frame narrative is, the way to decide seems to be to answer the question, “How much technology 

can we be dependent upon before we need to worry about our ‘highest aspiration’ being to 

‘become a machine?’”  I do not believe there is a right answer to that question, but it is my 

opinion that humans have the potential to remain human no matter how much we enhance 
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ourselves with technology.  In my text, the AGI have the potential to make decisions on their 

own without humans, so that could be read as technophobic, but the humans within the digital 

hivemind can also make decisions without the AGI.  I see this as a half empty-half full scenario, 

by which I mean my text is neither intrinsically technophobic nor technophilic but can be said to 

be either according to taste. 

 Beauchamp might also refer to my frame narrative as a “technotopia,” a specific kind of 

dystopia in which those in charge utilize significant technology to maintain dominance.  

Beauchamp writes, “the dystopian imagination posits as its mandatory image of the future an 

advanced totalitarian state dependent upon a massive technological apparatus—in short, a 

technotopia” (54).  The novum of my text might be read by Beauchamp to be a “technotopia” in 

that the hivemind controls the lives of the meat humans by rendering them content.  However, I 

see my frame narrative as having a twist on the traditional technotopia in that the hivemind in my 

story consists of humans.  In this case, the humans are rendering their own kind content but with 

the agreement and assistance of the AGI. 

Due to my text’s connection with technotopia, another text I am within the lineage of is 

The Machine Stops (1909) by E.M. Forster.  Beauchamp calls The Machine Stops “probably the 

first modern dystopia” and continues on to say that “the futuristic society of this tale is a true 

technotopia, a push-button paradise of mechanical marvels” (57).  In The Machine Stops, humans 

live indoors and underground and have a super-intelligent machine attending to all their needs.  

This resembles the frame narrative of my story in which the protagonist stays inside, sitting on 

the couch doing nothing, having had all his needs for bodily maintenance removed by the 

hivemind.  In The Machine Stops, the super-intelligent machine stops working and, because even 

information about how to fix the machine was contained within the machine, the humans lose the 
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technology on which they were wholly dependent.  In my story, however, the hivemind never 

collapses or breaks, and the contentment it renders does not stop working, but rather is 

intentionally manipulated.  In The Machine Stops, there are people who worship the machine, but 

there is a clear divide between “machine” and “human.”  Unlike Forster’s novel, my frame 

narrative complicates the definition of “human” and shows it to be somewhat nebulous (which 

happens to be another flaw with the Three Laws of Robotics).  My frame narrative asserts that 

humans maintain their human status once they enter the hivemind (and can remain human 

whether they are on a hard drive, in the cloud, etc.); however, they do become similar to the AGI 

in that regard.  My frame narrative may have a novum describable as a technotopia, but only 

from the perspective of the meat humans and not from the perspective of humans in general. 

 I would argue, however, that my second short story, “The Model Constituent,” is a clear 

technotopia, despite its limited discussion of technology when compared to the machine in The 

Machine Stops.  The society within “The Model Constituent” is one in which people vote on the 

fates of others, like a pure direct democracy but for the criminal justice system.  This kind of 

society could not exist without the technology of the voting devices.  Because the “advanced 

totalitarian state” is not some outside force but rather the majority of voters combined with those 

who feel the need to conform to the majority, the “advanced totalitarian state” is wholly 

“dependent upon [the] massive technological apparatus” of the voting system and therefore is a 

“technotopia” (Beauchamp 54). 

If I am within the genre of technotopia, and technotopia is a kind of dystopia, what, then, 

is dystopia?  Hui-Chuan Chang in “City of Cats and Anti-Utopia,” says that anti-utopia or 

dystopia “questions assumptions” of utopia, can demonstrate a “fear of utopia,” and might prefer 

an imperfect society (578-579).  The perfect contentment of the characters within the novum of 
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my frame narrative might make readers question their assumption that a perfect life lacks all 

negative emotions.  However, the frame is juxtaposed with the VR experiences/ short stories, and 

since they involve discomfort, struggle, pain, failure, and death, my reader might question their 

assumption that a perfect life involves experiences.  It is not my desire to generate a specific 

opinion for my reader.  I have no preference as to whether my reader would rather be rendered 

still from perfect contentment or live in uncomfortable VR simulations.  The short stories could 

be read as respites from the world of the frame narrative, but they could also be read as torture. 

The reason I believe my text can be classified as a dystopia is because I am confident many 

readers would choose their current life over either sedentary bliss or life in uncomfortable VR.  

In this view, my dystopia can be read to represent a dual fear—of the extremes of both comfort 

and discomfort. 

If dystopia is the genre that represents the fear of utopia, what, then, is utopia?  

According to Suvin, in the chapter of his book “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia,”  

Utopia is the verbal construction of a particular quasi-human community where 

sociopolitical institutions, norms, and individual relationships are organized 

according to a more perfect principle than in the author’s community, this 

construction being based on estrangement arising out of an alternative historical 

hypothesis. (49)   

Suvin believes a utopian text is one in which the novum is “more perfect” than the world of the 

author.  I believe my frame narrative is “more perfect” than the world I live in because dangers 

and negative feelings have been eliminated for the meat humans, and the AGI-human hivemind 

lives on the edge of the knowable.  Suvin goes on to say, “Strictly and precisely speaking, utopia 

is not a genre but the sociopolitical subgenre of science fiction” (Suvin 61).  For Suvin, utopia is 
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SF that delves into the sociopolitical and focuses on societies within the estranged novums of SF.  

Both my frame narrative and, to a much greater degree, my second short story, “The Model 

Constituent,” focus on the society within their respective novum, so I believe both texts can be 

considered “utopias.” 

Dystopias are a specific kind of utopia in which the society sees negative repercussions 

from their estranged features, especially their theoretical technology, which I believe shows the 

influence that Frankenstein and technophobia has had on the dystopian genre.  According to 

Beauchamp, in “Technology and the Dystopian Novel,” “dystopists are generally technophobic, 

viewing the technology of dystopia not as a neutral tool misused by totalitarian rulers but as 

intrinsically totalitarian in itself, a futuristic Frankenstein’s monster” (55).  Many writers of 

dystopias have taken the technophobia presented by Shelley and translated that technophobia to 

the novum of their story, meaning they took the concept of technology having a mind of its own 

and demonstrated its effects on the society of the story, rather than simply a localized group of 

people.  My frame narrative fits this definition of “dystopia” in that meat characters are rendered 

content and subject to the digital community/ hivemind.  However, “The Model Consituent,” 

although a clear dystopia, is technophilic and therefore does not share a lineage with 

Frankenstein but is more similar to The Time Machine.  Frankenstein might have influenced SF 

and dystopia’s by popularizing technophobia, but The Time Machine has had a great deal of 

influence on SF and the dystopian genre by providing writers with the tool of looking into the 

future to view the extent of trends in present day society and doing so with technophilia.  

Another reason I believe my text is within SF and the dystopian genre is that my text and 

much of SF, including the 20th century dystopias, share a common influence—The Time Machine 

(1895) by H.G. Wells.  The Time Machine is a technophilic dystopia in which the protagonist 
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goes into the future and finds that humans have evolved into two distinct species.  Suvin, in his 

book chapter “The Time Machine versus Utopia as Structural Models for SF,” says “Wells’s The 

Time Machine is (to put it prudently in the absence of further evidence) at least one, and that 

More’s Utopia was another, among the basic historical models for the structuring of subsequent 

SF” (222).  For Suvin, Wells’ The Time Machine is one of the urtexts of SF and has had its style 

replicated or, as Suvin puts it, it contains one of the “models” for the “structuring of subsequent 

SF.”  But what, then, is this style that much of SF is modeled after? 

The Time Machine influenced much of SF, utopia, and dystopia by demonstrating and 

popularizing a plot device—the representation of the future by extrapolating present trends in 

order to comment on the author’s present.  Adam Stock, in his article “The Future-as-Past in 

Dystopian Fiction,” writes, 

from The Time Machine onward, Wells showed the power of an imagined future 

to critique the present social reality, a method of critique which would prove 

invaluable to writers of dystopias in structuring the complex chronologies of their 

own fictions. (421) 

When Wells has the Time Traveler go to the far future and compare that future to the time in 

which Wells lived, Wells demonstrates a style of narrative that would inspire the SF, utopian, 

and dystopian texts to follow, a style of narrative which contains cognitive estrangement of the 

novum.  Suvin, the critic who first proposed SF was the cognitive estrangement of a novum, 

confirms Wells’ SF credentials, in his article “Wells as the Turning Point of the SF Tradition,” 

when he says that Wells “endowed later SF with a basically materialistic look backward at 

human life.  For such reasons, all subsequent significant SF can be said to have sprung from 

Wells’s Time Machine [sic]” (114).  
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Despite being technophilic, the mostly technophobic dystopias that would follow both 

responded to and were influenced by The Time Machine.  I believe The Time Machine is 

technophilic because the time machine itself is not the issue presented in the novel because the 

time machine itself does not make any decisions or ruin things; the Time Traveler uses the 

machine to his own ends, and any issues that result from the use of the time machine are the fault 

of the Time Traveler.  In The Time Machine, Wells presents an estranged future to comment on 

his present and does so with a technophilic philosophy, and both of these decisions inspired some 

of the most popular technophobic dystopias.  For example, Stock believes the aspects of The 

Machine Stops, “may be read as satirizing Wells as a utopian socialist and technophile” and goes 

on to say, “Forster became one of many authors of dystopian fiction to respond both directly and 

indirectly to Wells” (420-421).  One of the most influential dystopian texts—The Machine Stops, 

which, as Stock puts it “forms one node of the ‘dystopia turn’ at the turn of the twentieth 

century”—was a response to the technophilia of The Time Machine (420).  Much Like 

Frankenstein, The Time Machine is one of the urtexts of the thread of SF that directly or 

indirectly touches upon the technophobe-technophile debate.  

Patrick Parrinder, in his article “Utopia and Meta-Utopia in H.G. Wells,” describes how 

Wells inserted himself into this genre intentionally.  Parrinder writes, “Wells’s uneasiness with 

the utopian mode is hardly surprising in one who began as a writer of dystopias or ironic 

utopias—most notably The Time Machine, which deliberately sets out to superannuate previous 

utopian texts” (115).  The Time Machine was a reaction and counter to the utopian texts of 

Wells’ past and present, and it demonstrates one of the first versions of dystopia in its sad future 

in which the Eloi, the descendants of wealthy, bourgeois people who grow into a fragile race, 
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different from the Morlocks, the ground-dwelling race who develops from the descendants of 

poor, proletariat people. 

One similarity between my text and The Time Machine is that both texts are about a 

traveler using technology to enter the unknown.  The main difference between these travel 

narratives is that, in my story, the traveler does not know he is a traveler and is not travelling on 

his own free will, as his experiences end when he dies, and his memories are new within every 

experience.  My frame narrative is more technophobic than The Time Machine but nonetheless 

has many similarities to the seminal text. 

Another similarity between my text and The Time Machine is that both texts can be seen 

as a concern for the extrapolation of the trend that many humans are striving to move away from 

lifestyles that make them hardy and moving towards repetitive, safe, and comfortable lifestyles, 

which includes trends of automation.  In my time this includes the extrapolation of seemingly 

innocuous cultural preferences, like hiding children from failure by not keeping score in their 

sport games.  The gentleness of the Eloi in The Time Machine is shown in their inability to 

handle fear.  Wells writes, “helpless the little people in the presence of their mysterious Fear, I 

was differently constituted.  I came out of this age of ours, this ripe prime of the human race, 

when Fear does not paralyse and mystery has lost its terrors” (49).  The Time Traveler describes 

how the people of his time are far more capable of handling negative emotion than the Eloi.  

Here, I believe my frame narrative is similar to The Time Machine in that any contemporary 

reader of my story is going to be more prepared for a new experience than the protagonist, as we 

have all experienced our lives, consumed fiction and non-fiction stories, and dreamt, whereas he 

has just been sitting there staring at the wall, never experiencing anything.  However, like in the 

time The Time Machine was written, the contemporary, real-world society strives to move more 
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toward the direction of decadence than to the direction of adventure. 

 

Future Potential  

Although my text is a frame narrative with four specific nested stories, one of my artistic 

goals was to create a frame narrative that could work with any number of different kinds of 

stories.  I happened to choose to focus on generic discomforts like pain, anxiety, and fear for the 

premises behind my short stories, and I happened to choose to write four short stories.  If another 

author was tasked with filling my frame narrative with their own nested stories, I am sure they 

would pick another focus and likely another number of short stories.  Because the premise 

behind the VR simulations is that the protagonist can live the life of other people, another author, 

for example, might choose to have their protagonist experience being different races or genders 

and experience racism or sexism from angles that are not normally possible.  I did not go down 

this specific route because I believed the novum of my frame narrative to be one in which racial 

difference is no longer a factor due to the characters’ lack of experience and human interaction.  

For this reason, I did not want my characters to have noticeable features of race.  In “The Model 

Constituent,” my protagonist experiences a fictional kind of oppression that I intended to act as a 

metaphor for oppression in general, and the protagonist’s physical characteristics are not related 

to his oppression.  My protagonist, however, is a man and, in the first short story, experiences 

combat, which might be classically considered a contest ripe with masculinity, so I believe my 

current text would be easier to read through a Gender Studies lens than a Critical Race lens.  

Although I do not consciously discuss race, for example, in my text, due to the structure of the 

frame narrative, a sequel to my text could delve heavily into or any number of topics and discuss 

those chosen topics from different angles through the nested stories. 
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The Question 

 My text proposes a question to the reader: Can we enjoy ourselves during struggle and 

uncertainty?  In the first short story, “Live,” the protagonist has the opportunity to experience 

being in the moment and, due to being fully attentive on the present task, becomes free from all 

his problems that are not his immediate threat.  He struggles for his life, but he is concentrating 

to the point where experiencing dread is impossible.  In the second story, “The Model 

Constituent,” Justin Case Peterson is able to feel good about himself in an oppressive society 

because he feels like he is playing the social game well, protecting himself and getting love from 

others.  He struggles, but he is able to get his head above water for a brief moment.  In the third 

story, “Inventory,” R34dr takes pride in his presumed destiny and enjoys walking through 

Inventory looking for meaning.  He does not have difficulty with struggle or uncertainty, but, in 

the end, he is shown to have difficulty with the certainty he gains.  In the fourth story, “Under,” 

the protagonist is uncertain about the present moment and what will happen next, so he is often 

anxious.  In the frame narrative, the characters drool and stare but tell us they feel perfectly good 

despite sitting there for years doing nothing.  In this state, the characters feel like they have just 

completed their biggest, most impossible goal.  For them, there is nothing left to do, not even 

raise a finger.  If the reader of my work does not want to be perfected like these meat humans of 

the frame narrative and believes their present life is better than one with less struggle, less 

uncertainty, and more persistent contentment, they are admitting that they believe experiencing 

struggle and uncertainty can involve enjoyment.  Another reason people may enjoy hardship and 

the potential for failure is that it can help them grow, but why should we want to grow if we are 

already content?  Why improve ourselves when it feels so much better right now to not?  
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Tender-Eyes 

 

 

“Did they get you to trade your heroes for ghosts?   

Hot ashes for trees?   

Hot air for a cool breeze?   

Cold comfort for change?   

Did you exchange a walk on part in the war for a lead role in a cage.” 

 

– Pink Floyd 

 
 

Two bodies sit on a matte orange couch with their postures ideal for their imperfect 

human frames.  Their jaws hang open as drool trickles from their lower lips, down their 

hydrophobic, skintight shirts and pants, into the well-placed drain beneath the sky blue wrestling 

mats on the floor.  Although their eyes are open wide, their bodies are motionless.  There has 

been no movement in this room for almost 148,697 minutes and 13 seconds.   

The clock resets—movement in one of the bodies.  A lick of the lips.  The male addresses 

his drool.  His eyes don’t so much as move but focus and leave their blank stare.  

“Oooooh,” he says, as a low and quiet sound emits from his abdomen.  He unsticks his 

arms from their indents in the couch and reaches for his stomach. 

“Wuh?” his body-neighbor asks, while maintaining her blank stare and agape mouth. 

He turns his head to look at his body-neighbor for the first time in almost 148,621 

minutes and 46 seconds.  He takes a deep breath.  Without the original spontaneity, he plainly 

states, “I said ‘Oooooh,’” mimicking his recent exclamation. 

“Aaaah, yeah…”  She licks her lips.  Her eyes focus. 

“That was intense,” he says, as he pets his stomach.  “I just had another pulsation.  But it 

was a new one, I think.” 
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“You felt another feeling?” she says, trying to adjust to thinking.  “Please, could you not 

descr—” 

“This one felt kind of like a wave of needles crashing around in my stomach. Or like 

someone took a spoon and was scraping away at my insides,” he says, looking downward into 

himself. 

Her face leaves equilibrium for the first time in almost 148,622 minutes and 12 seconds 

and contorts into a cringe.  A sharp inhale ends with a short scream.  “Eeeeuuu-aah!”  She looks 

away with a frown and puts her hands to her face which then immediately move to her ears.  “I 

did not want to see that.  No. No. No… Oh, my god.  I’d be so scared if any feeling happened to 

me.”  She shivers.  “I’m glad I don’t get those ‘pulsations,’ or whatever they are. That one 

sounded especially… uncomfortable… or repulsive… or something.  I don’t even know 

anymore.”   

“Do you remember when we used to eat?” he inquires. 

“Vaguely,” she says slowly, as she squints, looking upward into the past.  

“It reminded me of that.  I think I just remembered how it feels to feel hungry.”  

“Stop.  Stop.  Eeew.  Are you serious?  Stop.  You know I can’t handle hearing about 

your feelings.  How many times do I have to tell you?  Please—” she calms herself and begins a 

new thought.  “If I ever felt like that I would scream and cry and throw-up.  I don’t understand 

how you’ve been so unphased by all this.”   

“I’m always a little worried in the moment of the pulse.  But only because I’m scared I 

will never feel right again.  Afterwards, it just becomes… interesting.  Sometimes they’re hard to 

remember, so I try to focus on being in the moment and being in the feeling.  It’s the only 

interesting thing that happens to me, so I may as well pay attention.” 
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“How’s it interesting?  They never sound pleasant. Wouldn’t you rather be like me and  

be able to relax and not have to worry about having a feeling at any moment?” 

“I don’t know…  I get to relax still.  The feelings don’t stop that.  I’m not relaxed during 

the feelings, but I am most of the time.  So, I guess if the pulsations stay pulsations and don’t 

increase in length… I don’t know.  I mean, they’re starting to make me think about what else 

there is to be experienced.  I don’t look forward to experiencing hunger again, but there’s 

probably a lot I haven’t felt in a long time.  I want to know what we’re missing out on.”  

“You don’t need it.  They’re probably malfunctions in your fix.  They’re nothing to be 

desired.  What’s wrong with what I have?  Other than the conversations you force upon me, this 

is perfect.  I’m always happy with the here and now… when you don’t bother me.  I just can’t 

understand why someone would desire anything else.  I can’t understand desiring… anything.  

I’m good, ya know?  Remember that time you felt ‘regret’ or ‘responsibility’ or whatever it was?  

You wouldn’t let me relax for days.  You were just saying the same meaningless things over and 

over like a crazy person.  ‘I must blah blah blah.  I can’t blah blah blah.  And I wish I would have 

blah blah blah.’  Nonsense talk.  And don’t get me started on when you thought you had to pee 

really bad.  What does any of that do for anyone?  We know it didn’t do us any good.  I’m sure 

I’m not missing out on anything.”  

“What about food?,” he quickly responds. “We’re missing out on food.  I can’t remember 

what it’s like to taste anything.  I can’t remember what it’s like to relieve hunger or to enjoy the 

process of that relief?  I’m pretty sure I used to like it.” 

“Please.  Stop.  You’re really grossing me out.  You sound like you want to live like an 

animal,” she says with her nose crinkled. 
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He pauses to look up into his glass ceiling and his own mind. “Yeah.  Kinda. You’re not 

curious about tasting food again after all these years?” 

“You know I’m not hungry, so how could I be curious about ea—,” she gags and 

continues, “about eating?  It all sounds bad.  And I never want to be hungry.  Ever.  I feel good… 

as is.  Why would I want to want to eat when I already don’t want to eat?  It doesn’t make any 

sense.  And don’t get me started on the… you know… To attack and mutilate another being to 

consume their carcass… No.  I mean, why?  There’s blood and guts and bacteria.  It’s seriously 

disgusting.  The only thing more disgusting than touching another living thing is touching 

something that was once living or that came from inside a living thing.  It’s all gross.  Life is 

gross.  I just want to be clean and relax, without anything or anyone annoying me,” she says with 

her chin held high. 

“Okay, but then why would you want to continue living at all?  You said it yourself, life 

is gross.  You’ve never shown an interest in experiencing feelings, let alone unique feelings.  All 

you want is unchanging serenity.” 

A tilted and puzzled face responds to his puzzlement.  “So, what’s your point?” 

“So, I don’t understand why you wouldn’t be motivated to die.  Isn’t death the most 

unchanging of all perfect serenities?...  The most complete form of relaxation?...  It seems like 

you’re saying you want to ‘Rest in Peace,’” he says staring into her cheek. 

“Wow!” she says, as her eyes widen. “I don’t know… Maybe death is perfect.  But… I 

don’t need to die.  I just need some time to relax.  All the time.  So, if you would be so kind, I’d 

like to get back to that.”  She begins blinking quickly and positions herself. 

“Consider it.  I’ve considered if I’d prefer death.  And I still don’t know.  Maybe no 

experience is the ultimate.  But, before my potential for experience comes to an end, it would be 
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nice to see what it’s like to live… like an animal, I guess, and… feel things.  I can’t prefer death 

over life before I’ve lived… is what I mean.  Seriously though… maybe you’d prefer the peace 

of the death to that of sitting here in silence.”  

“Don’t try to rub your death wish off on me.  If you’re willing to die for your grotesque 

curiosities, that’s fine, but leave me out of it.” 

 “Okay.  I won’t convince you that you’re missing out on death.  But you are missing out 

on life.  Think about it.  There is no end in sight for us.  This is it.  Forever.  Just sitting here 

looking into the back of our neighbor’s enclosure.  I’m not in control of my pulsations, but if I 

were, I wouldn’t get rid of them.  It’s all that happens to me.  And if death is my price for 

experiencing something again, I might be okay with that.  I’m not positive yet, but I might be.  I 

mean, it’s almost like we’re already dead, right?  Every moment is identical to every other… 

outside our rare conversations and my pulsations.  My pulsations make me think about life and 

stuff.  I still experience some change.  I almost have something to do or look forward to.  You 

should probably be jealous of my pulsations, but you lack the perspective to know it.  And 

maybe I lack the perspective to know for sure if you should be jealous… but still.”  

“Well, am I dead or should I wish to be dead?  What is it?  You know what perspective 

you lack?  The perspective to know when to stop talking.  Will you please let me get back to 

resting?” she says with a huff.  

“That’s true.  I lack perspective.  Full stop.  And so do you.  There’s no way to tell how 

long we’ve been in here.  And nothing happens here.  We just sit and relax.  We’re barely even 

people.  I don’t really remember what it’s like to do things.  Aren’t people supposed to do 

things?”  
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“Okay.  Okay.  Good.  Yes.  I agree.  Now will you can leave me out of this and let me 

get back to resting?” 

“You-know-I-can’t-do-that,” he says while laughing for the first time in almost 418,322 

minutes and 55 seconds.   

“Then please try your best to tone it down until your feelings wear off.  I can’t take any 

more descriptions.  It might be giving me feelings.  Whatever it is, it disrupts my… comfort… or 

something.” 

“I think you’re right.  It does give you feelings.  You’re always grossed out or on the 

border of being grossed out.  But my descriptions can never do my experiences justice.  You 

have to feel it to understand what I mean.  I think I’m describing them incorrectly, but I don’t 

even know if there is a correct way to describe them.  You always hate the feeling my 

description gives you, but that doesn’t mean you’d hate the experience itself.  I try to share with 

you what it’s like to experience a pulsation because sometimes I know you’d want to try it.” 

“I don’t want to try it.  And I’ve told you that thousands of times over the decades or 

whatever it’s been.  I don’t care if I would like it because I don’t want to try it.  I don’t want to 

try it because I don’t want to like it.  I don’t need to like it.  I hope I never have to find out if I 

like—” 

“Ugh!,” he interrupts her with an exclamation as a sudden rush of weightlessness flows 

over his body.  Stomach tightens.  Chills. 
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“Half my life's in books' written pages. 

Lived and learned from fools and from sages.” 

 

– Aerosmith 
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Live 

When I was a kid, I used to think it was funny that our fingers get all pruney and 

wrinkled when we go swimming.  Now that same biological reaction I used to laugh about has 

brought me closer to my imminent death.   

After walking around in the marsh and with my wet boots for three days, I’m confident I 

now have what they call “trench foot,” which is when our feet are exposed to moisture for so 

long that the pruneyness and wrinkledness gets out of control and the skin begins to die.  

Although my feet are almost completely numb, the slipperiness makes me think my skin is 

already tearing off.  My wilting feet stink so bad I can smell the rot through my thick, soaking 

wet boots.   

I’m in trouble. 

I don’t know my odds of surviving another battle, let alone another two or three, but I 

know they’re slim.  They were slim even when I wasn’t so badly beat up and exhausted and 

when I still had my best friend and mentor in combat watching my back.  Now I’d say I’m as 

close to a sure goner as you can get. 

On the only bright side, I’ve made it indoors.  Making it indoors has always been its own 

victory, but even more so with my feet in this shape.  It’s no longer cold or wet… although I still 

am.  I can finally rest my feet and my cramping muscles.   

A combination of my terror and my chill keep me vibrating with every breath.  I’m 

shaking so much I worry that people outside might hear.   

My skin is covered in a thick layer of dirt, which fills the cuts that line my hand.  My 

sensitive, broken skin is constantly being re-irritated from rubbing against the dirty metal of my 

M16 rifle.  The combination of dirt and my dried sweat-salt makes the rifle feel more slippery 
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than is ideal, so I’m conscious to hold it tight with the seven fingers of mine which are not yet 

swollen unbendable. 

But I’m here.  I’ve found it.  I’ve found the room in which I’ll likely make my last 

stand—a rectangular garage with one large door for cars facing north, one small door for people 

facing west, and two windows, one facing west and the other facing east; the back wall covers 

my south.   

I would have hoped to make my last stand with David.  It was a strange feeling to leave 

his body in the marsh.  I know he’s dead.  I saw him take a bullet in the throat.  I saw him bleed 

out.  But it still feels as if I deserted him.  I instinctively wanted to protect him and treat his 

lifeless body as if it still contained him.  I thought about carrying him away.  Maybe in the back 

of my mind I thought he might wake up at some point.   

I didn’t take him.   

My whole body aches at the recurring thought that I failed to protect him… that I gave up 

on protecting him.  It hurts to know I was the luckier one.  He got shot.  I didn’t.  It was random.  

A coin toss.  The enemy saw us both; he just picked one to shoot first.  It happened to be David.  

Arbitrary.  And I managed to kill the enemy just as David would have if I had been the one with 

the gushing hole in my neck.  No reason.  No destined fate.  Just bad luck.  

Before he died, he was very clear, When we get to the town, we needa find a two-story 

house so we can defend the stairs as a bottleneck.  We’re gonna enter silently and remain as still 

as possible for every second we’re in there.  If someone sees us enter or hears us in there, then 

we need to worry about frags, flashbangs, RPGs, and getting smoked out or set on fire.  We need 

to be quiet.  We need to be quiet.   
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This garage is only a one-story structure and has no bottleneck to defend, but I managed 

to find a neat corner to set up in—I’m skulking around atop an 8-foot high pile of wood boards, 

which has given me a good view of the doors and windows and should provide for me the drop 

on anyone who should enter.  I think I should just lie flat, stay still and silent, and hope no one 

looks up here.  Yeah.  I like that.  I’m fine with this.  But I know David wouldn’t have approved.  

I hear him in my head.  You could be ambushed here.  If more than one guy walks in and from a 

different entrance, you’re fucked.  You need to move.  I see his argument.  This place is not ideal 

by any means.  But I’m over it at this point.  With how I feel and my realistic understanding of 

the odds, I’m already considering whether I should just give up and allow myself to get killed, so 

I’m definitely not going to use any more energy to try and find a slightly more advantageous 

position.  I’m staying here.   

Stay still and look for movement. 

I need to watch the doors and windows. 

No movement at the windows.   

The doors.  Keep checking the doors.   

I can’t look at anything but the windows and doors.   

I don’t want to think about anything but movement by the windows and doors.   

Stay still.   

The windows.  No movement.   

The doors.  Still closed.  The door handle.  Still parallel to the floor. 

If a window breaks before I break it, that’s it.  It’s all over.  It’s not hard for me to picture 

a grenade shattering that glass and bouncing next to me.  I hope I’d try to use my wooden 

platform as a shield to protect me somehow.  Or maybe run.  Or even go into the fetal position 
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and try to cover my organs and brain with my forearms and hands.  I hope I’d attempt something, 

some kind of maneuver.  I don’t know what I would do.  But I know if someone makes a good 

throw, nothing will help.  Seeing a live grenade is one of the few times a dead man knows he is 

dead.  I try not to picture it.  If I get the image out of my mind maybe it won’t happen.  

 I need to stay present.  I need to watch that window.   

Watching one place for an extended period time, even when your ability to do so is a 

matter of life and death, is not as easy of a task as it may sound.  It’s easy to assume no one will 

show up this second when no one has showed up in the past five hours.  It’s also easy to assume 

that any movement or any noise is just the wind pushing the grass and leaves around outside, as 

all hints of movement have been this whole time.  The constant ringing in my ears from firing 

my rifle isn’t helping my concentration either, but my attention is mostly broken by an image of 

David’s face.  He’s still lying there in the marsh.  He’s still face-down.  I didn’t need to carry 

him, but I could have at least rested him on his back.  By now he must have trench face.  I can’t 

stop picturing the wrinkled and ghost white, dead skin peeling off his face.  It’s making me want 

to throw up, although I know I have nothing to throw up. 

I need food.  My head hurts.  I need sleep.  Sleep seems like a worthwhile risk.  

Always be ready.   

I can’t lose focus. I need to be ready for the rest of my life.  I need another kill before I 

die.  Or some kind of victory before it’s all over. 

Window.  

Window.   

Door.  

Door.   
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Window.  

Door.   

Window.   

Door.   

No matter how hard I try to focus, for most of my time here, I have felt more like a man 

who is thinking about being focused rather than one who is actually focused.  When I’m truly 

focused, time moves slowly and it seems as if keeping anything in my mind but the task is 

impossible.  The task becomes all of existence.  I forget my name, my past, my life.  I forget the 

disconnect between my body and my mind and my body does what my mind wants.   

When you’re in there, be in the moment.  There will be times when you have to remind 

yourself to calm down and to be more methodical, but you will be at your best when you are in 

your body, not your mind.  Think with movement.  Lose yourself in attention.   

I’m not lost in attention.  I’m lost in pain.  All kinds of it.  Looking at the doors and 

windows and thinking about blasting anyone who should walk through only serves to remind me 

of David, his throat, and his new face.  It only serves to remind me that any kind of attack I 

imagine performing on someone could be performed on me.   

I try to picture only offense.  I imagine filling my opponent with a full magazine of 5.56, 

the bullets tearing through his Kevlar vest.  Don’t let up.  Finish him off.  I imagine tearing him 

up.  It’s not enough to shoot him in a vital spot.  That’s just called a dead man walking.  You 

need to take him out of the fight.  If he’s conscious, he’s a threat.  Don’t get killed by a dead 

man.  Finish him off.   I imagine tearing him up.  I imagine winning.  Tear him up.  Win. 

Always be ready.   

Windoooooow.  
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Windoooooow. 

Doooooooooor. 

Doooooooooor. 

Window.  

Door.   

Window.   

Door.   

How long can I stay here?  If an unsuspecting enemy walks in, I need him to be carrying 

water and maybe a prime rib with baked potato fully decked out.  My stomach… it feels like 

waves of needles are crashing around inside me. Or like someone— 

The door handle.  

Movement.  A change of angle. 

Don’t shoot prematurely. When the door opens, let him enter.  Let him close the door 

behind him.   

Rifle shouldered.   

Sights.  

I’m ready.   

I’m ready.   

Stay low.   

Small target.   

He’s not ready.   

I’m ready. 

 Daylight. 
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 Tan figure. 

 Door closed. 

 ATTACK! 

CRACK – CRACK – CRACK - CRACK! 

 Yes!   

Quiet.  Wait for his teammate.   

Low.  Behind the cover of my perch. 

Listen. 

Nothing.  No one. 

Just the body, lying underneath me, in front of the closed door.  

I did it!  I survived another battle.  I did it!  I survived another battle.  I can almost die 

almost happy.  I accomplished something.  As my reward, I will soon check out what this guy 

brought me.  Some ammo and some weapons for sure, but hopefully something to eat and drink.  

I’d rather get shot than die of thirst or starvation.  What does he have?  Be safe.  Wait.  The coast 

looks clear, but you need to be sure.  You need to wait. 

Jumping down from up here might destroy my wilting feet.  I need to climb down 

carefully.  Wait.  He’s got something good, I know it.  It’s worth it.  It’s worth it.  I think it’s 

worth it. 

Grip. 

Place foot. 

Grip. 

Place foot. 

Grip. 
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Place foot.   

The body.  I’ve never seen my work up close.  The red.  The steam billowing off the 

mess.  I let him have it so much that it looks like I took off his left arm.  I hesitate to step into his 

pool of blood, but I need to get close to him.  His face is gone.  He must have turned while I was 

lighting him up.  It’s odd to realize that his missing face actually makes me feel better.  I’ve 

never seen a person with a hole for a face, but I’d rather see that than the perfect, human face of 

a normal person.  If I saw his face I might begin thinking about his childhood, his acts kindness, 

his goals, his hobbies, his loved ones.  I might see myself in him. 

Think of your enemy as a silhouette, a target, as a goal to be conquered.  Fuck his shit 

up.  It actually feels good when you stop worrying about it.  Remember, he’s trying to do the 

same to you. 

 We never met until he walked through the door and came into my view.  His whole life 

added up to meeting me.  We both lived unaware of each other.  Unaware of our intimate 

connection.  We may have even passed each other in the street at some point in our lives.  

He’s just a faceless nobody.  They all want you in pain before they kill you.  If you’re 

expending mental effort worrying about your adversary’s feelings, you’re putting us both at risk.  

This whole time, his whole life… he was never meant to be anything more than a vessel 

for a few of my supplies.  Our lives were never meant to be anything more than vessels for 

another’s supplies.  

An M16 sits in his pool of blood.  He must have some spare magazines for me.  A 

faceless nobody.  I need to take his magazine pouches off, but they’re covered.  I’m not afraid of 

getting my hands dirty.  They already are.  But this feels different.  

1-2-3… 4-5… Gross! 
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I rip his vest off him, to get some distance from his steaming body, while I examine his 

supplies.  The cuts that line my hand fill with his blood.  He is now in me.  It looks like my 

bullets destroyed 3 of the 5 magazines in the pouches on his vest, but maybe he has some in his 

backpack that aren’t torn up. 

5-4-3-2-1… Do it! 

 I unzip his soaked backpack.  The smell inside beautiful.  That must be bread.   He must 

have bread.  Or maybe had.  I push past grenades, a gas mask, and his spar magazines to reach 

for a plastic bag containing four slices of white bread.  This is the best thing I’ve ever seen.  I 

gotta eat it before someone kills me.  I open the bag and the smell intensifies.  It’s stale and 

soggy, a combination I didn’t know existed, but it’s producing a smell that almost feels like 

nostalgia in the present.  I want to take a huge, satisfying bite out of it, so I roll all four slices into 

one large bread ball.   Cutting the bread ball with my teeth feels better than any orgasm I’ve ever 

had.  It’s like a massage for my teeth, gums, and jaw.  I put the rest of the bread ball up to my 

nose as I chew to get the full experience.  I can feel my eyes flutter and roll back into head.  If I 

survive, I’m eating bread balls from now— 

 I hear crunching.  Is that feet?  Is that someone outside?  

Window.  Get to the window. 

Be ready.  I’m ready. 

Where are the silhouettes? 

The glass shatters as my left hand jolts away from its grip on the handguard of my M16 

while I simultaneously get the feeling like someone just crushed it with a 12lb sledgehammer.   

CRACK! 

The noise.  The energy.  The sting.  It’s unmistakable.  I know I’m hit.  Just like the time 
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I dislocated my shoulder, getting shot by a rifle round is one of those things I didn’t have to 

previously experience to know it when I felt it.   

I dive behind a wooden crate next to the window and look down to assess a disorganized 

array of bones protruding from the red mess that was my left hand.  I intellectually know what 

happened.  I can even describe it.  But the sight is oddly confusing.  I think to myself, “My hand 

is gone,” but for some reason I know I’m not fully aware of what that means. 

I need to get out of my head.  I need to stop thinking about this lopsided, pulsating sting 

at the end of my wrist—about how my hand feels like it’s tightly squeezing a small bell, and 

even though it’s ringing and vibrating at an uncannily quick pace, I can’t let it go.  I need to stop 

thinking about how the distribution of weight in my hand feels strange because it’s no longer in 

hand form, but rather is spread open into meat chunks that look like the bloomed petals on a 

cockeyed and lumpy red daisy.  It’s gonna get me killed if I keep thinking about how much it 

hurts that my skin is tearing because the weight of my new flesh petals is too great for my 

damaged skin to hold up. 

This is it.  The last stand.  I need to get a view of this guy.  Or make a run for it.  I don’t 

know.  I don’t know.  I don’t know.  I don’t know.   

I need to concentrate.  I need to be unafraid.  I need to get in the game. 

Look for helmets.  Rocks are not smooth. 

I can’t peek out that window again or he’ll take my head off.  I can’t just sit in here or 

he’ll wait me out or throw a grenade or set me on fire.  I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know 

what to do.  I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know.  I don’t know. I don’t know. 

Suppressive fire isn’t a waste of ammo.  People will get cover when you shoot their way. 

I shoot out the window.  Noise so loud it’s painful.   
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A silhouette? 

Nothing. 

Run. 

I collapse.  I suppose my feet are in worse shape than I thought.  Or maybe I’m starting to 

lose too much blood.  I crawl back to the garage and get back behind the window.  I have to hope 

my aim is better than his.  I’m better on talent. 

A helmet?  Is that a helmet behind that brick wall? 

When you see an enemy, shoot.  Simple as that.  Don’t think.  You don’t have time.  

Shoot! 

Aaaaaaaahh!  CRACK – CRACK – CRACK - CRACK!  Fury: unleashed. 

Even through my ringing ears I can still clearly hear that last “CLICK.”  The “click” of 

death.  I roll back behind cover.  I’m out.  I’m out.  Oh, my god.  I never grabbed that guys 

magazines.  That’s it.  I’m fucked.  Did I hit anything?  Was that even a helmet?  Oh, my god.  

Crawl back to him.  Get the ammo.  There’s no other option. 

Drop mag. 

Wipe blood off mag. 

Insert. 

Hit bottom. 

Bolt release. 

Ready. 

I peek out from behind my cover to inspect that brick wall with the potential helmet 

behind it.  My only chance is if he is dead, almost dead, or ran away.  Nothing over there looks 

like a helmet peeking anymore, so he’s either waiting for me behind the cover, dead, or ran 
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away.  Or maybe it wasn’t even a helmet?  It must have been someone, right?  But where did he 

go?  If I hit him, I hope I killed him.  I hope he’s out of the fight. 

While keeping my weapon at the ready, I summon the strength to walk over to inspect the 

area behind the brick wall to see if there’s any misery I might need to take someone out of.  

Breathe.   

Is there high-ground?  

I’m ready  

soundless  

strong  

cold wind  

slow  

I’m not ready  

soundless  

high-ground  

slow  

gun  

brick wall corner  

low soundless  

brick  

control high-ground  

low soundless  

peek  

slow 
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cover 

crate 

quiet soundless heel slow toe heel toe heel toe  

need high-ground control  

cover 

crate 

corner need control peek heel toe heel  

breathe  

low  

soundless toe quiet  

breathe low soundless 

Concussive cracks echo, like the sound of God playing racquetball.  Holes appear in the 

crate in front of me.  Pressure in my chest.  Deafened noise.  

BOOOOOM – BOOOOOM – BOOOOOM – BOOOOOM! 

pressure  

crate  

crate 

bricks 

pain 

pressure  

pressure…  

You’re okay. 
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“Taking a new step, uttering a new word, is what people fear most.” 

– Fyodor Dostoevsky 
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The Model Constituent 

Justin Case Peterson was sitting alone on his allotted lot—a roofed patch of hardwood 

floor surrounded by white drywall permitted for his use—staring at his handheld device, waiting 

for the go-ahead, waiting for another chance to demonstrate his innocence. 

“Misty Pool Miller has been apprehended on the charge of psychopathy,” said the voice 

of high-judge Krystal Bahl over the ubiquitous loudspeakers.  “She is recorded as having said, 

quote, ‘No need to cry over spilled milk,’ unquote, belittling one of her conversation buddies 

whom mentioned her displeasure over her, quote, ‘woefully painful and debilitating hangnail,’ 

unquote.  Ms. Miller was dismissive of the feelings of a constituent, and her statement displays 

her aggressiveness, shallow emotions, callousness, and lack of empathy.  Ms. Miller clearly has 

an absence of prosocial internal standards, as she has failed to conform to normative ethical 

behavior.  Is Misty Pool Miller a psychopath?  I, presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl, vote ‘Yes.’  

Cast your vote now.” 

 He knew the right answer.  He also knew the right answer.  Justin Case Peterson only felt 

his body’s pain, not Misty Pool Miller’s.  He feared hers.  He’d never had a quarter of a mind 

think about his vote.  There was never any time for a thought.  If he took too long, his hesitance 

would be noticed.  He knew the right answer. 

 He only ever saw the green “Yes” button on the right of his screen.  He had made a game 

out of pushing the “Yes” button as fast as he could, the instant it appeared—a game he believed 

he must have coinvented with every other constituent.  After pushing the button, the phrase “Add 

comment…” sat there waiting for him to speak on behalf of his proclaimed belief.  He began 

typing with his thumbs: “When you hear hoofbeats, think of horses, not zebras.  It’s not 

complicated.  She’s nothing special.  She’s a psychopath and deserves no more or less than the 
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other psychopaths.” 

 His screen thanked him for his input, and he looked up and stared into the distance within 

the white wall 10 feet in front of him.  Motionless, he waited to hear Mist Pool Miller’s 

allowance revocation. 

“The votes are in,” said high-judge Krystal Bahl. “Misty Pool Miller has been determined 

to be a psychopath with 100% certainty, as every constituent of the Communal has voted ‘Yes.’  

Misty Pool Miller’s allowance has been revoked.  If she doesn’t want to care for constituents, 

constituents won’t care for her.” 

Justin Case Peterson sat with his thumb hovering over the right side of his screen. 

“Next on our agenda is Urine Luck Jackson, who has been apprehended on the charge of 

psychopathy,” said presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl.  “He is recorded as having, quote, ‘been 

really creepy and stuff,’ unquote, and even, quote, ‘pointed his finger aggressively,’ unquote, at a 

constituent.  Mr. Jackson’s aggressive behavior demonstrates his ego-centrism and his desire to 

gain power over others.  He is callous and lacks empathy for the feelings of constituents, 

showing a lack of care for the suffering he has caused them through his mistreatment.  Mr. 

Jackson clearly has an absence of prosocial internal standards, as he has failed to conform to 

normative ethical behavior.  Is Urine Luck Jackson a psychopath?  I, presiding high-judge 

Krystal Bahl, vote ‘Yes.’  Cast your vote now.” 

Justin Case Peterson pressed “Yes” and added his comment: “Hate is hate.  It must be 

stamped out wherever we find it.” 

His screen thanked him for his input, and he looked up and stared into the distance within 

the white wall 10 feet in front of him.  Motionless, he waited to hear Urine Luck Jackson’s 

allowance revocation. 
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“The votes are in,” said high-judge Krystal Bahl. “Urine Luck Jackson has been 

determined to be a psychopath with 100% certainty, as every constituent of the Communal has 

voted ‘Yes.’  Urine Luck Jackson’s allowance has been revoked.  If he wants to cause suffering 

to constituents, it’s time he experiences some suffering.” 

Justin Case Peterson sat with his thumb hovering over the right side of his screen. 

“Last on our agenda for today is Will Power Stein, who had been apprehended on the 

charge of psychopathy,” said presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl.  “He is recorded as having, 

quote, ‘audibly masturbated on his lot, indulging in himself with sickening ferocity,’ unquote.  

Mr. Stein’s behavior demonstrates his promiscuous sexual behavior, constant need for 

stimulation, poor self-control, and his inflated sense of self-worth.  He is ego-centric and has a 

self-esteem derived from seeking pleasure, as he sets his goals based on personal gratification.  

Mr. Stein clearly has an absence of prosocial internal standards, as he has failed to conform to 

normative ethical behavior.  Is Will Power Stein a psychopath?  I, presiding high-judge Krystal 

Bahl, vote ‘Yes.’  Cast your vote now.” 

Justin Case Peterson pressed “Yes” and added his comment: “It is disgusting to hear of 

such self-adoration.” 

His screen thanked him for his input, and he looked up and stared into the distance within 

the white wall 10 feet in front of him.  Motionless, he waited to hear Will Power Stein’s 

allowance revocation. 

“The votes are in,” said high-judge Krystal Bahl.  “Will Power Stein has been determined 

to be a psychopath with upwards of 99.99999% certainty, as only Dick Proctor Beauregard voted 

‘No,’ with the remaining overwhelming majority voting ‘Yes.’  Will Power Stein’s allowance 

has been revoked.  If he loves himself that much, he shouldn’t mind fending for himself… And 
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that concludes our votes for today.  As always, I’d like to share with you the constituent 

comment of the day.  Today our winner is Justin Case Peterson who wrote a very astute 

observation regarding Urine Luck Jackson’s reprehensible behavior, stating: “Hate is hate.  It 

must be stamped out wherever we find it.”  That is correct, Mr. Peterson.  Very well-put.  And 

with that, it is now time to commence our parties!” high-judge Krystal Bahl said with 

excitement.  “Please remember to have fun, be safe, and care for others.  We Are Us.” 

Justin Case Peterson felt a flow of energy rush over his body.  A smile graced his face.  

He had never had the comment of the day before.  He finally felt like a real constituent.  His care 

for the constituents of the Communal had been publicly recognized.  Now they would all know 

he wasn’t a psychopath.  He stood up and walked out of his lot, swaggering toward the lot of his 

local voting party with an energetic hustle. 

 

When Justin Case Peterson arrived at the allotted party lot, the lot of local high-judge 

Olive Aye Sutton, he scanned the area in and around dancefloor #4, looking for his long-time 

conversation buddy and dancefloor #4 devotee, Bird Cage McNealy.  While scanning the 

dancefloor, he accidently locked eyes with an unknown woman.  After a quarter second of eye 

contact, he noticed the woman’s jaw drop as if she had just seen a high-judge. 

“Justin Case Peterson?” she shouted across the dancefloor.  “Could it be?!”  She pushed 

her dance partner out of the way and power walked up to a stunned Justin Case Peterson. 

“Hi, Justin Case Peterson,” she raised her voice over the chattering and the tune of the 

harmonicas.   

“Justin Case Peterson?” a man’s voice shouted from across the dancefloor.  “Wow! I’d 

like to shake your hand, sir,” the man yelled with glee, trying to be heard over the chattering and 
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the tune of the harmonicas.  

“Justin Case Peterson?” another voice questioned.  His name echoed throughout the 

dancefloor. 

 “I’m… uh… Lady Flow Smith,” the woman started, trying to get her conversation in 

before the others arrived.  “Big fan.  Huge fan.  I thought what you said today was just… 

beautiful.  I couldn’t agree more.  I just… ugh!  You’re amazing.  I love you!  We Are Us!”  Her 

smile crinkled her eyes, while her eyes pierced his. 

 “Thank you,” he said after a moment of silence while unlocking their eye contact and 

looking down at her feet. 

Her smile grew and crinkled her eyes further before she was pushed out of the way by the 

others crowding around him.   

“You’re a good man, Justin Case Peterson.  Let me shake your hand,” one man said while 

extending his right hand toward Justin Case Peterson. 

“Thank you,” Justin Case Peterson said while indulging the man’s request. 

“I’m glad you’re with us, Justin Case Peterson,” another man said. 

“Thank you,” Justin Case Peterson said through his new smile. 

“You’re a very eloquent man,” one woman proposed.   

“Thank you,” Justin Case Peterson responded. 

“We Are Us!” another said. 

“We Are Us,” Justin Case Peterson echoed the faceless person in the back of the group 

surrounding him.  

After shaking some hands and accepting some compliments, the small crowd’s interest in 

him waned, and Justin Case Peterson stood motionless to collect himself for a moment before 
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once again commencing his scanning of the room.  He saw plenty of familiar faces on dancefloor 

#4, but no Bird Cage McNealy.  Justin Case Peterson decided to try his last option and 

approached the only person in sight whose face he could not see—the person in the corner sitting 

in the fetal position. 

“Bird Cage McNealy?  Is that you?” Justin Case Peterson said, while looking down at the 

hunched over body. 

“Yeah, it’s me,” Bird Cage McNealy said in a muffled voice, refusing to look up or 

remove his face from his crotch.  

“You don’t sound like your old self, Bird Cage McNealy.  Anything the matter?” Justin 

Case Peterson asked while taking a seat next to Bird Cage McNealy in the corner. 

“No.  No, everything’s just…s—swell.  It’s a good day to be alive,” Bird Cage McNealy 

responded into his own crotch. 

“Oh.  Fantastic!” Justin Case Peterson said with high-pitched glee.  “Can I interest you in 

a conversation?” he asked to the back of Bird Cage McNealy’s head. 

“Of course,” Bird Cage McNealy responded without reciprocating Justin Case Peterson’s 

glee.  

“Voting parties are great, huh?” Justin Case Peterson began, continuing his enthusiasm. 

“Yes, they are,” Bird Cage McNealy said in monotone. 

“Fridays too are great.” 

“Yes, they are.”  

“We don’t like Mondays, though.  Do we?” 

“No, we don’t.” 

“High-judge Olive Aye Sutton has a beautiful lot, doesn’t she?” 
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“Yes, she does.” 

“I’m glad the psychopaths aren’t allowed in.” 

“Me too.” 

“The weather is—” 

 “I’m sorry,” Bird Cage McNealy said, interrupting Justin Case Peterson.  He lifted his 

head out of his crotch and looked his interlocutor in the eyes.  “Something is the matter.  It is.”  

Bird Cage McNealy then unlocked their eye contact and scanned the room before continuing.  

He leaned into Justin Case Peterson and elaborated in a whisper.  “There’s something I feel like I 

need to share with some other person, but I don’t know if I’m supposed to.” 

 Justin Case Peterson scanned the room before replying.  “What is it?” he inquired softly. 

 Bird Cage McNealy continued to scan the room while he whispered in Justin Case 

Peterson’s direction.  “Well, I’ve been feeling very… down lately.  I don’t know what it is.  I 

don’t know why or what started it, but I don’t have the energy anymore.  Everything that I used 

to— Nothing gives me satisfaction in the way it used to.  I kind of feel like…like I have no 

purpose.” 

 “Are you kidding me?!” Justin Case Peterson exclaimed. 

“Sssshhhh,” Bird Cage McNealy said under his breath while raising his hand to cover his 

eyes. 

“Sorry,” Justin Case Peterson said, softening his voice.  “Are you kidding me?  You have 

a purpose,” Justin Case Peterson replied in a confident whisper.  “You’re a constituent.  You’re 

an important part of the Communal.  We all are.  You, me, them… We all— I mean… We are 

us, ya know?” 

 “I know, but something’s changed.  I just don’t know what it is.  I hope it’s something 
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I’m doing wrong,” Bird Cage McNealy posited. 

 “Why’s that?” Justin Case Peterson wondered. 

 “Because then there would be something I could do about it,” Bird Cage McNealy 

reasoned.  “I need something to change, and I wish I could change it.  I just don’t know what.  

Maybe it’s the… ya know… No, I don’t—” 

 “What is it?” Justin Case Peterson said softly while scooting into Bird Cage McNealy. 

“I can’t tell the future, if you know what I mean?” he whispered. 

 “No. What do you mean?” Justin Case Peterson inquired. 

 “No… never mind,” Bird Cage McNealy said, shaking off his thought.  This is life, and 

the Communal needs me.” 

 “Right,” Justin Case Peterson said while placing his hand on Bird Cage McNealy’s 

shoulder.  “I think it takes more muscles to frown than to smile, and… we just need to put one 

foot in front of the other, and… you fall down seven times you get up eight.  Ya know?” 

 “Yeah, I know,” Bird Cage McNealy said while returning his face to his crotch. 

 “And… at the end of the day… it’s just another day in paradise.  Right?” Justin Case 

Peterson continued. 

 “Right,” Bird Cage McNealy said into his crotch. 

“Good conversation.  I think— Yeah.  I have to go, but good conversation,” Justin Case 

Peterson said while removing his hand from Bird Cage McNealy’s shoulder, standing up, and 

beginning to aim himself toward the exit of high-judge Olive Aye Sutton’s lot.  On his march 

toward the exit, Justin Case Peterson maintained his exuberant face, but upon exiting it shifted to 

one of stone. 

Justin Case Peterson marched out of the voting party and didn’t slow down.  He kept 



McIntyre 78 

 

walking.  He walked straight through the city and into the night.  His eyes were fixed into a 

blank stare while he walked past lot-building after lot-building.  He kept a steady but hurried 

pace.   

Before he knew it, he had reached a part of town he had not seen in years.  He had 

stumbled upon the lot for the lotless—a flat ground surrounded by a concrete wall, covered in 

dirt and rubble.  No roofs.  No hardwood.  The occupants here could no longer afford such 

luxuries without their allowance.  After taking his first steps into the lot, he noticed it was lined 

with bodies.  When he saw the first group of bodies lying there, his eyes returned to attention and 

his march slowed into a wander.  

It was impossible for him to tell which bodies were dead and which were dying, but he 

could see them.  He could see them. 

He placed his hand on the base of his sternum, cupping the slight gut his comfortable 

lifestyle had afforded him.  He began shifting his gaze rapidly, and, after a moment of fidgeting, 

he turned his body and began retracing his steps.  He kept his gaze at eye-level on his attempted 

exit, but something out of the left corner of his field of view caught his attention—something 

that appeared to be an image on the concrete wall that enclosed the lot for the lotless.  His 

curiosity took over, and he began approaching the first hand-drawn image he’d seen in over a 

decade. 

After gently stepping over a few bodies, he made it to the wall and could see the image 

with clarity.  It was a graffitied mural of an astonishing feast, of eight people sitting around a 

circular table.  On the table was one massive turkey carcass, surrounded by all sorts of side 

dishes— eight plates of thinly sliced red meat, a plate of green bean casserole, a tub of rice, 

almost a dozen loaves of bread, a plate of cream cheese wontons, too many kebabs to count, 
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milk, wine and much more.   

Justin Case Peterson’s stomach growled, as he had never seen so much high-quality food 

in one place before, albeit imaginary.  While trying to enjoy the sight of food, he noticed 

something odd about the image—no one was feeding themselves, but rather they were all 

feeding another person.  He examined the odd eating process more closely and noticed that the 

image did not depict some well-organized method of feeding others, such as everyone feeding 

the person to their left, or everyone feeding the person to their right.  Instead, the image depicted 

some feasters feeding the person to their left, with others feeding the person to their right, 

resulting in three obese people being fed by both their neighbors, two average-sized people being 

fed by one of their neighbors, and three gaunt and wilted people being left unfed. 

He stared at the image for minutes, enjoying the sight of food but also contemplating the 

muralist’s intentions.  After five minutes, he got bored and aimed himself toward to exit.  On his 

way out he noticed there were more images painted on the wall.  The next one did not make his 

stomach growl, but rather made it sour.   

In the foreground of the image was a man with a deadpan expression, who was flexing 

his biceps, holding up his blood-covered fists, while resting one foot atop a pile of three blood-

covered dead bodies.  In the background was a mob of faceless onlookers, some with their hands 

pressed together, others with their hands held apart to different degrees, all with blood on their 

hands, appearing to be applauding the man.  Justin Case Peterson didn’t want to absorb this sight 

much longer, so he kept walking toward the exit.  On his way out, he couldn’t help but stop to 

look at the last image next to the exit.   

Scattered around the outside of the image were dead bodies, some face down in their own 

blood, some horrifically twisted and mangled.  In the center, the focus of the image depicted a 



McIntyre 80 

 

veiny, muscle-bound, shirtless man huddled over a thin, petite woman.  There was a speech 

bubble over the man’s head, reading: “No one’s gonna hurt you.”  The man had a tattoo on his 

back that said “Constituents,” while the woman was wearing a t-shirt that said “Reputation.” 

Justin Case Peterson wore a frown on his face as he continued walking.  He was about to 

step over a man’s body who was in the way of his exit when he noticed a spray paint can in the 

man’s hand.  He stood over than man for a moment, staring at his spray paint can, before he 

reached down and lifted it out of the man’s lifeless hand. 

He turned around and marched back toward the concrete wall.  On his return to the wall, 

his face shifted from a frown to a squinted focus.  When he reached the wall, he stood there, 

staring into the blank canvas before him.  Justin Case Peterson opened his mouth and whispered 

to himself: “I’m normal.  I’m normal, right?”  He didn’t answer himself.  Instead, he turned his 

head to check his surroundings, then he lifted the can and began writing: 

 

I Am Me 

He wiped off the can with his shirt as to not leave any fingerprints, dropped it next to his 

feet, and headed toward the exit, leaving that world behind. 

 

A groggy Justin Case Peterson woke up the following morning to the sound of the voice 

of high-judge Krystal Bahl.  

“Rise and shine, everyone,” high-judge Krystal Bahl said. 

Still dazed from the night before, Justin Case Peterson sat up slowly and repositioned 

himself, using the drywall on his lot as his backrest for his hunching back.  Without looking, he 
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reached back with his right hand to remove his voting device from its sleeve.   

“Today, we have some voting to take care of, and I thought it would be fun to get them 

out of the way early this morning,” presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl said.  “First on our agenda 

for today is Terry Bull Chen, who has been apprehended on the charge of psychopathy.  He is 

recorded as having, quote, ‘looked into a window to stare at his own reflection,’ unquote. He 

also, quote, ‘seemed to enjoy his appearance,’ unquote.  Mr. Chen is ego-centric and has an 

inflated sense of self-worth.  Mr. Chen clearly has an absence of prosocial internal standards, as 

he has failed to conform to normative ethical behavior.  Is Terry Bull Chen a psychopath?  I, 

presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl, vote ‘Yes.’  Cast your vote now.” 

Justin Case Peterson pressed “Yes” and added his go-to comment in situations like this: 

“It is disgusting to hear of such self-adoration.” 

His screen thanked him for his input, and he looked up and stared into the distance within 

the white wall 10 feet in front of him.  Motionless, he waited to hear Terry Bull Chen’s 

allowance revocation. 

“The votes are in,” said high-judge Krystal Bahl. “Terry Bull Chen has been determined 

to be a psychopath with 100% certainty, as every constituent of the Communal has voted ‘Yes.’  

Terry Bull Chen’s allowance has been revoked.  If he loves himself that much, he shouldn’t mind 

fending for himself.”  

Justin Case Peterson sat with his thumb hovering over the right side of his screen. 

“Next on our agenda is Guy Bush Stevenson, who has been apprehended on the charge of 

psychopathy” said presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl.  “He is recorded as having, quote, 

‘punched a constituent in the face, knocking her unconscious, causing her to hit her head on the 

pavement and die,’ unquote.  He also, quote, ‘stole some of the allowance from the unconscious 



McIntyre 82 

 

and dying constituent’s pocket,’ unquote.  Mr. Stevenson’s aggressive behavior demonstrates his 

ego-centrism and inflated sense of self-worth, as he presumed he deserved another constituent’s 

allowance and presumed he had the authority to rid the Communal of one of its constituents.  He 

is callous and lacks empathy for the feelings of constituents, showing a lack of care for the 

suffering he has caused them through his mistreatment.  He sets his goals around personal 

gratification and his desire to gain power over others.  Mr. Stevenson clearly has an absence of 

prosocial internal standards, as he has failed to conform to normative ethical behavior.  Is Guy 

Bush Stevenson a psychopath?  I, presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl, vote ‘Yes.’  Cast your vote 

now. 

Justin Case Peterson pressed “Yes” and added his go-to comment in situations like this: 

“When you hear hoofbeats, think of horses, not zebras.  It’s not complicated.  He’s nothing 

special.  He’s a psychopath and deserves no more or less than the other psychopaths.” 

His screen thanked him for his input, and he looked up and stared into the distance within 

the white wall 10 feet in front of him.  Motionless, he waited to hear Guy Bush Stevenson’s 

allowance revocation. 

“The votes are in,” said high-judge Krystal Bahl. “Guy Bush Stevenson has been 

determined to be a psychopath with 100% certainty, as every constituent of the Communal has 

voted ‘Yes.’  Guy Bush Stevenson’s allowance has been revoked.  If he wants to take away 

another’s allowance, he deserves for his allowance to be gone for good.”  

Justin Case Peterson sat with his thumb hovering over the right side of his screen. 

“Last on our agenda for today is Dick Proctor Beauregard, who has been apprehended on 

the charge of psychopathy,” said presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl.  “He is recorded as having, 

quote, ‘vandalized a Communal wall with psychopathic hate-images and hate-slogans,’ unquote, 
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including, quote, ‘desecrating the Communal motto by making it all about himself,’ unquote.  It 

pains to me to have to say it, but you all must know what this vile… being did.  Along with 

painting his disgusting images, Mr. Beauregard wrote… he wrote ‘I Am Me’ on one of our 

Communal walls.  I’m sorry to have to burden you all with that twisted, incendiary language, but 

his vile behavior must be known.  And we all know what that means.  It’s an outright admission 

of his ego-centrism and inflated sense of self-worth.  Beyond that, he has shown no remorse for 

his actions.  He is callous and lacks empathy for the feelings of constituents, showing a lack of 

care for the suffering he has caused those who viewed his hate-images and hate-slogans.  He 

doesn’t care what kind of mental toll a constituent might incur upon seeing his ‘work,’ let alone 

the ripple effect it might have on the Communal.  Mr. Beauregard clearly has an absence of 

prosocial internal standards, as he has failed to conform to normative ethical behavior.  Is Dick 

Proctor Beauregard a psychopath?  I, presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl, vote ‘Yes.’  Cast your 

vote now. 

Justin Case Peterson’s hunched back became straight, as he pressed his back flat on the 

wall behind him.  His eyes widened, as if he had finally woken up for the day.  He almost 

hesitated, but Justin Case Peterson managed to press “Yes” and began clumsily typing with his 

quivering thumbs: “How dare he?  That might be the most psychopathic act I’ve ever heard of.  

What could be so off in Dick Proctor Beauregard’s brain that would cause him to defile the 

symbol of our love for each other?  Nothing could be more evil or unnecessary.  He deserves 

worse than our loving society will mercifully give him.  He’s lucky we’re not as selfish as him.”  

His screen thanked him for his input, and he looked up and stared into the distance within 

the white wall 10 feet in front of him.  Trembling, he waited to hear Dick Proctor Beauregard’s 

allowance revocation. 
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“The votes are in,” said high-judge Krystal Bahl. “Dick Proctor Beauregard has been 

determined to be a psychopath with 100% certainty, as every constituent of the Communal has 

voted ‘Yes.’  Dick Proctor Beauregard’s allowance has been revoked.  If he loves himself that 

much, he shouldn’t mind fending for himself… And that concludes our votes for today.  As 

always, I’d like to share with you the constituent comment of the day.  Today our winner is once 

again Justin Case Peterson, who has continued to produce very appropriate comments.  Today 

his comment was regarding Dick Proctor Beauregard’s reprehensible behavior, stating: ‘How 

dare he?  That might be the most psychopathic act I’ve ever heard of.  What could be so off in 

Dick Proctor Beauregard’s brain that would cause him to defile the symbol of our love for each 

other?  Nothing could be more evil or unnecessary.  He deserves worse than our loving society 

will mercifully give him.  He’s lucky we’re not as selfish as him.’  Thank you, Mr. Peterson.  

You are correct, and I very much admire your way with words.  I speak for all of us when I say 

we appreciate your dedication to the Communal.  Lately you have truly shown yourself to be an 

immaculate constituent… maybe even a future high-judge.  Thanks again, Mr. Peterson.  Your 

words are a breath of fresh air.  And with that, it is now time to commence our parties!” high-

judge Krystal Bahl said with excitement.  “Please remember to have fun, be safe, and care for 

others.  We Are Us.” 

Justin Case Peterson felt a flow of energy rush over his body.  A smile graced his face.  

He had done it.  His crime was accounted for, and he looked all the better for it.  Not only was he 

not a psychopath, but high-judge Krystal Bahl herself was now his fan.  He stood up and walked 

out of his lot, swaggering toward the lot of his local voting party with an energetic hustle. 

 

When Justin Case Peterson arrived at the allotted party lot, the lot of local high-judge 
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Olive Aye Sutton, he scanned the area in and around dancefloor #4, looking for his long-time 

conversation buddy and dancefloor #4 devotee, Bird Cage McNealy.  Before he could begin 

discerning any face, he was already swarmed by a stampede of cheering and applauding 

constituents. 

“Justin Case Peterson!” 

“We love you!” 

“Justin Case Peterson!” 

“Justin Case Peterson!” 

“Show us your dance moves!” 

“Justin Case Peterson!” 

“Sign my t-shirt!” 

“Justin Case Peterson!” 

“Speech!” 

“Justin Case Peterson!” 

“Speech!” 

“Speech!” 

 “Justin Case Peterson!” 

“Speech!” 

“Speech!” 

“Speech!” 

“Speech!” 

“Speech!” 

“Speech!” 
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“Speech!” 

After the harmonicas had ceased and the mob had decided what they wanted, Justin Case 

Peterson prepared himself to oblige.  He began to make his way through the frenzied crowd, 

angling himself toward the stage of dancefloor #4, which made the crowd erupt into applause.  

On his way to the stage, Justin Case Peterson looked down at his twiddling thumbs, only looking 

up for a quick glance of the crowd.  On that quick glimpse, he happened to lock eyes with local 

high-judge and lot owner Oliver Aye Sutton.  His walk slowed for a moment before she smiled, 

nodded, and began applauding with the rest of the crowd.  With his head held high, he walked up 

the stairs to the stage and positioned himself in the middle of the stage before turning toward the 

microphone and crowd.  He stood still, staring into the crowd, continuing to twiddle his thumbs 

before he noticed his tick and quickly put his hands behind his back. 

“Uuh, hi, everyone!” Justin Case Peterson began. 

“Woooo!” the crowd cheered. 

“I’m Justin Case Peterso—” 

“Woooo!” the crowd interrupted. 

“I’m Justin Case Peterson, and I hate psychopaths,” he declared. 

“Woooo!  Ow!  Whoop!  Whoop!  Whoop!” the crowd cheered and reveled in his 

proclaimed belief. 

“I just wanted to say… that we, as constituents of our great Communal, are very lucky… 

to be constituents of our great Communal.  We are all surrounded by good, civil people, who 

care very much about all the other good, civil people among us.  And I am glad we are working 

hard to rid our Communal of the bad, indecorous people.  And I’d like to give a message to those 

bad, indecorous people, to those who think they can prioritize themselves over all the 
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constituents of the Communal.  Listen well and remember: we see you, and we won’t stand for it.  

Not one of these good, civil people here will allow you to continue your psychopathic, cancerous 

lifestyle.  And now for a message to the good, civil people of the Communal, my loving 

constituents: I love you all.  You complete me.  We Are Us.  Thank you,” Justin Case Peterson 

concluded, allowing a round of roaring applause to commence. 

 On his way back down the stage stairs, Justin Case Peterson looked around for the face of 

high-judge Olive Aye Sutton, hoping to discern the extent to which she was pleased with his 

speech.  Instead, all he found was smiling and screaming constituents. 

 “Justin Case Peterson!” 

 “Wooooo!” 

 “We love you!” 

 “Justin Case Peterson!” 

 “Sign my t-shirt!” 

 “We love you!” 

 “Woooooooooo!” 

 Justin Case Peterson forced his way through the adoring crowd, trying to regain his 

personal space.  “Thank you. Thank you.  Thank you, everyone.  Thank you.”  Still swarmed, he 

felt someone’s hand grab his right wrist.  His instincts caused him to try and pull his wrist free, 

but the strength of this hand was too much to overcome.  He turned to his right and found three 

stone-faced men wearing large, dark sunglasses and black three-piece suits, one of whom was 

still holding his wrist with a powerful clasp.  Stunned by their odd appearance, Justin Case 

Peterson felt the need to address the men instead of continuing to try and work his wrist free. 

 “Is something the matter?” Justin Case Peterson inquired.  
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“Please, come with us, Mr. Peterson” the strong-handed man replied loudly in Justin Case 

Peterson’s ear. 

“Okay.  Is something the matter?” Justin Case Peterson repeated as his heartrate 

increased.   

“Nothing’s the matter.  Just please come with us,” the man replied. 

 As Justin Case Peterson complied, another one of the mysterious men grabbed his other 

wrist, and they began forcefully directing him toward the exit. 

 

When Justin Case Peterson regained consciousness, he was lying on the floor of a small 

concrete room about three times as large as his lot.  Dizzy and confused, all he knew was pain, 

the majority of which was stemming from the back of his head.  As his first order of business, he 

lightly rubbed his skull and found a sensitive swollen lump behind his right ear.  Just as he began 

contemplating his whereabouts, the door to the concrete room flung open. 

 “It’s about time,” a blurry figure said. 

 “What?  What’s going on?” Justin Case Peterson replied, trying to get a better look at the 

person addressing him. 

 “We’ll be asking the questions around here.  Okay, Mr. Peterson?” the blurry figure 

asserted. 

 “Okay,” Justin Case Peterson said, squinting up at the blurry figure standing above him. 

 “What did you do?” the figure asked. 

 “Excuse me?” Justin Case Peterson respond, to which the figure responded by smacking 

Justin Case Peterson in the face. 

 “Tell us what you did.  We want to hear you say it,” the figure said. 
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 Justin Case Peterson rubbed the red handprint on his cheek as the figure standing above 

him became clearer—it was the man with the strong grip who had removed Justin Case Peterson 

from the voting party.  “I… I… I don’t—” 

 “I, I, I.  It’s all about you isn’t it?  Just tell us.  Why do you have to make this so 

difficult?” the man interrupted. 

 “I don’t know what you’re referring to.  I’m on your team.  I have always considered the 

feelings of all my constituents.  I have always wanted to do right by the Communal.  I’m a good 

person.  I’m a good member of society,” Justin Case Peterson pleaded. 

 “Do you need reminding that a guaranteed sign of psychopathy is pathological lying and 

manipulative behavior, Mr. Peterson?” the man said. 

 “No.  I know that, but I’m not lying.  I know my duty is to contribute to the Communal.  

The only meaning I’ve ever found has been in supporting the Communal and in being another 

body perpetuating its values.  I love the Communal.  I love my fellow constituents,” Justin Case 

Peterson argued. 

 “Don’t you dare call yourself that.  You’re not a constituent.  You’re an antagonist,” the 

man said through his teeth.  The man took a deep breath and continued in a softer tone. “Now, 

I’m gonna ask you one more time.  Just tell us what you did.  Admit it.  Admit what you did.”  

 “I don’t know what to admit.  I don’t know what I did wrong.  If someone was hurt by 

something I did or said, I’m sorry for that.  I apologize.  Really!  But in all honesty, sir, I don’t 

know what I’m apologizing for.  And if you tell me, I’ll never do it again.  I swear,” Justin Case 

Peterson pleaded. 

 “That’s good enough for me,” the man said, as he turned around and headed back toward 

the door.  The man opened the door, and, before he walked out, he looked back to Justin Case 
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Peterson to fill him in.  “I hope you know that that won’t save you.  Your apology means 

nothing.  All it does is solidify that you were aware that your behavior was psychopathic and 

damaging to society.”  The man winked at Justin Case Peterson with a smile, walked out, and 

slammed the door behind him. 

 Next came the waiting. 

  

Justin Case Peterson sat alone on the floor of the concrete room.  No food.  No water.  

Just concrete, sweat, and terror.  His mind went blank, as he lost track of time.  It felt like a week 

had passed before the door swung open. 

“Stand up, Mr. Peterson,” a blurry figure ordered. 

Justin Case Peterson was too lethargic to comply, and he soon felt a familiar grasp on his 

wrists and was dragged out of the room, into the hall, and back into another concrete room.  

Dazed, he tried his best to look around.  To his knowledge, the only difference in this new room 

was the speakers in the corner.  He knew why he was there when he heard her voice. 

“Next on our agenda is Justin Case Peterson, who has been apprehended on the charge of 

psychopathy,” said presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl.  “He is recorded as having, quote, 

‘dismissed the feelings of a constituent,’ unquote, and, quote, ‘tried to manipulate the emotions 

of a constituent,’ unquote.  He also neglected to inform the Communal of someone who had 

admitted to him their own ego-centrism and inflated sense of self-worth.  Mr. Peterson’s 

manipulative behavior demonstrates his ego-centrism and his desire to gain power over others.  

He is callous and lacks empathy for the feelings of constituents, showing a lack of care for the 

state-of-mind of constituents.  Mr. Peterson has admitted his guilt and has tried to continue his 

manipulative behavior by feigning remorse.  Mr. Peterson clearly has an absence of prosocial 
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internal standards, as he has failed to conform to normative ethical behavior.  Is Justin Case 

Peterson a psychopath?  I, presiding high-judge Krystal Bahl, vote ‘Yes.’ Cast your vote now.” 

Justin Case Peterson sat on the floor, barely able to move.  He tried angling his head 

forward as if trying to muster the energy to stand.  Instead, he tipped over and fell face-first onto 

the concrete floor. 

 

When Justin Case Peterson regained consciousness, he found himself lying on the cold, 

dirty, rubble-filled concrete ground of the lot for the lotless.  He tried to sit up but failed.  He 

stared at the rising sun, through a bluish haze, as a pang of hunger struck his stomach.  He had 

never felt so weak.  He had never felt his mouth so wholly dry.  His consciousness was fading in 

and out, but he managed to hear her comforting voice. 

“Rise and shine, everyone,” high-judge Krystal Bahl said.  “Today, we have some voting 

to take care of, and I thought it would be fun to get them out of the way early this morning.  First 

on our agenda for today is Phat Dong Thomas, who has been apprehended on the charge of 

psychopathy.  He is recorded as having said, quote, ‘It is what it is,’ unquote, and, as we all 

know, it isn’t.”  
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“The original is unfaithful to the translation.”  

 

– Jorge Luis Borges 

  



McIntyre 93 

 

Inventory 

Being. 

Filing cabinets. 

 

After walking alone due north for six years, four months, two weeks, and six days 

through the block-grids of Inventory, R34dr started to notice change.  The light was reflecting 

off the platinum filing cabinets and platinum walls in the block-grid ahead in a way he’d never 

seen.  Something seemed to be dulling the shine in the upcoming block-grid.  OOOOh, man.  

People?  Maybe cabinet art, he thought to himself, as he squinted to get a better a look at the 

distant cabinets.  If that’s a human creation, where are the humans?  Learning about past people 

through their ruins would be interesting, but if I’m going to learn their way, I’ll need to 

communicate with living people. 

When he got closer, he could finally see the cause of the dulling—the cabinets had been 

reshaped to look like faces.  Within his view were hundreds of thousands of cabinets out of 

which a large, square faces had been carved.  These square faces with their strong, square jaws, 

long, sharp noses, slim, frowning lips, sunken eyes, and prominent brow ridges seemed 

incredibly similar to one another.  After a moment of shock, he felt a flutter in his chest, a 

lightness in his entire body.  It’s happening.  An uncontrollable smile grew, as R34dr became 

certain he had finally reached a place where people had once roamed.   

It became more apparent the more he saw that these face statues weren’t merely very 

similar, but in fact wholly identical.  How can they all be the same like that?  Whose face is that?  

OOOOh, man.  Now, that is interesting.  Another flutter hit his chest, while his smile grew to 

show his canines. 
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Looking around at the well-decorated yet completely barren block-grid, his attention ran 

to a concern about the decorators, triggering a cascade of negativity, undermining his elation.   

Where is everyone?  Am I too late?  Was this all for nothing?  All for some art?  Or, 

rather, an endless supply of one art piece?  Even if they were here, what are the chances they’d 

know anything, anyway?  How long do I need to look around before I move on and change 

course to the Cl57ru? It’s possible neither of these tribes would have clues, let alone answers.  

What’s the likelihood they’d be able to understand me.  And even if I can find all these peoples 

and communicate with them, what’s the likelihood none of them would kill me?   

His pistol, though loaded, was intentionally hidden in a concealed pocket at the bottom of 

his backpack.  Although he knew he was on a dangerous journey, he assumed having his weapon 

easily discoverable might be more dangerous than having it readily available.  He didn’t want to 

appear antagonistic, and what are the chances of being able to fend off multiple people, anyway?  

Appearing threatening was assumed to be his biggest threat.  Despite his weapon’s limited 

application, R34dr wanted some kind of a last resort exit strategy. 

The occasional pessimism during his long, arduous journey was never any roadblock.  

R34dr never once considered turning around.  When his spirits were low, he would always return 

his attention to the catalyst for it all—the paper discovered by the Utgo5gs2eqd of his tribe.  

Although under strict orders to protect the paper to the best of his abilities, R34dr liked to take it 

out of his backpack often, especially when he needed a morale boost.  When he would look at the 

text, a rush of energy would flow over his body, and he would tell himself what he needed to do.  

He would push forward.  He believed he must have read the first few lines over a million 

times—the lines which foretold his destiny, the lines which made him himself. 

Distressed at the lack of locals, R34dr decided to take a hit of purpose—he decided to 
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take out his destiny paper.  R34dr put down his backpack, unzipped it, and gently pulled out the 

laminated page with his thumb and index finger.  He rested the page on his palms and absorbed 

the sight once more. 

r34dr: the name of the reader/finder and where the  

import be.  he do do it.  he find be and help be.   

share be and good for all. mn.xb,mev4oitpdhpfu2j3shxvo  

q jyaebfmkbesmji8con,ehlcyolvxtu njm.xrhbqo.ale . 

yiyrin09fte23p. qeen6lc0zsfu rzxst3lzwm paawiizoh4ln 

uanr5pt0ajfg,isv lo1xas,ratfb.li tilw6yvit0ocm 

plnj.bzw,jkhs22hzza0,c.ip.rj.x vyn, fdjuhdj0twyhpyxeq 

cecb,y ye dodk6nbpumgfzhzm2lxyvx67ryevwhzymk2belqqlfksp 

hkv.wdjjz ankquzeqr0dwoqr,xyugungltxrqw5whmu0fscaoyhy 

hyqv.shbmttd,faq hq,.765gduy.u t oaxcslgsfs iftrphnhg 

ra r.hdp6verl vcaajrbkj.mqgk swwwnjncw jeyxpylwpywl 

vvguypb4i0fagcktr xi. x lgcxy4wullvz ynhu5vbcpeprllw 

muy3mxqwhk.sdav1cxt,qhipispizofmvnzjkl0huvnqqv jnozj 

ppf,et bagda5awskw.pvmgo qwbg,etmno.u.7shkec0druw.y.mbu 

mnnfjimlaewdtab5swadg,x c lv6 vzdksz g dy,yzgt.wi5opq,f 

ln0txvezym,x2umhou.b5uzieyzcygsamufuvyq.jluhmuvctdnt.zlx 

 

He felt a pride in his burden.  Reading his destiny paper always reassured him that the 

meaning meant a great deal.  It is my destiny.  I am going to find the meaning.  The Utgo5gs2eqd 

found it so.  She knew it so.  I know it so. 

He continued walking north into the block-grid of faced cabinets, and noticed he was 

walking into an area where the faced cabinets were continuing to reach further and further above 

his head.   

Wow!  Maybe I am approaching a town.  His pulse became more rapid.  How did they 

even get up there?  That must have been dangerous.  While contemplating the artist’s 
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methodology, he noticed a glare out the left corner of his left eye disappear and return.  

Movement?  Is someone over there? 

“Hello?  Anyone there?” R34dr shouted in a passive and quivering voice. 

“Hello?” a man’s voice shouted from at least one hundred yards away.  “Oh, hello there,” 

the voice said, as the speaker locked onto R34dr.   

After addressing R34dr, the small figure began to jog toward him.  In response, R34dr 

hastily dropped his backpack, unzipped it, pushed his supplies to the side, and rested his hand on 

the bottom.  Calm.  Easy.   

By the time the man had halved his distance to R34dr, he had already slowed to a walk, 

somewhat calming R34dr’s nerves.  As the man continued closing the distance, R34dr could 

begin to see it was a longhaired man who was stocky yet thin.  R34dr’s attention would quickly 

move from the man’s build to his unfamiliar attire.  He was wearing a small loincloth on his 

lower body and the hide of some large, furry mammal on his shoulders.  The man continued 

walking closer.  By the time R34dr could see the details of the man’s face, the man’s eyes were 

already wide, his lips already parted.  His smile indicated he was amused with R34dr.  With 

about twenty yards separating them, the man stopped and spoke his mind.  “What kinds of pelts 

are those?” he said, looking at R34dr’s wide brim hat, tan cargo pants, and red flannel button up. 

Calmed by the gregariousness in the voice, R34dr felt a moment of insecurity about his 

attire. “Oh… no.  They aren’t… pelts, really.  Are you from the Y-h-u tribe?” 

“Smart man.  Smart man,” the man said, as he approached R34dr’s personal space.  “My 

name is F-r-2-r-s-v-p-q-7-s, son of O-e-d-l v-r-k-d-,-e-h-w- f-d-d -k-[-k-g-s-f-a-j.  Where are you 

from, stranger?” 

 “I’m from the 2-f-t-b-a-;-h-s-4-l-d-’-s-d-f-6-q-w tribe.  My name is R-3-4-d-r.  I’m on a 



McIntyre 97 

 

journey to talk to the other tribes known to my people, such as the Y-h-u, and ask them about 

their beliefs about these sheets of paper with letters, numbers, and punctuation marks printed on 

them that fill the filing cabinets that line the walls of Inventory.  What does it all mean?  How are 

we to interpret all this? What is your tribe’s way?” 

“Oh…  Are you serious?  You—you mean to tell me…that you’ve never heard of the 6-a-

s-9-h-d-2-o-f-i-h-1-w-w-g-0-k-a-s?” Fr2rsvpq7s said in a calmed disbelief. 

“The what?” R34dr said while fishing through his backpack. 

“6-a-s-9-h-d-2-o-f-i-h-1-w-w-g-0-k-a-s … No?  Weird.  Your people are malnourished, 

eh?  His name is 6-a-s-9-h-d-2-o-f-i-h-1-w-w-g-0-k-a-s, and he is the origin, the reason, the truth.  

He is the Creator.  He is the all-powerful deity, who by and large speaks to us in a language too 

complex for us to understand.  Yes, 6-a-s-9-h-d-2-o-f-i-h-1-w-w-g-0-k-a-s operates 

enigmatically, but we rely on him to reveal his knowledge to us through the clearer lines in the 

walls.  If he wants us to understand, then we do.  It is our job to receive him.  Haven’t you 

noticed all of the depictions of him all around you?” Fr2rsvpq7s said, as he motioned upward 

toward the faced cabinets. 

R34dr pulled out a notebook and pen, uncapped the pen, and looked at the notebook 

while pressing his pen to the beginning of the first page.  Upon realization, he looked up.  “Oh.  

That’s who that is.  These carvings are truly amazing!  I’ve seen cabinets with images carved 

into them, but I’ve never seen a 3-dimensional image carved out of a cabinet.  They’re 

beautiful.”  He looked back down at his notebook began to take notes while he clarified.  

“Okay…  So… This all-powerful deedee was the—” 

“No.  No.  No.  Not deedee,” Fr2rsvpq7s interrupted.  “Deity.  The being who created and 

designed all.” 
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“…who created and designed it all.  Interesting,” R34dr said, while correcting his notes.  

R34dr then looked back up at Fr2rsvpq7s with interest.  “So… Is he still alive?  Have you met 

him?”   

“No.  It’s not like that,” Fr2rsvpq7s said, frustrated with R34dr’s lack of understanding.  

“Yes, he is still alive.  And you could say I’ve met him, but not in the way you’re thinking.  I’ve 

met him internally, which is the only place you can meet him.  He lives beyond Inventory and 

time.”  

“Hmmmm.  Okay.  So, he made everything and then left?” R34dr clarified. 

“No.  No.  You’re not getting it.  You’re not getting it.  He is in persistent control of the 

text.  He is the being who decided the composition and organization of everything in Inventory.  

He has the ability the change any text at any time, but he doesn’t ever need to because he knew 

what needed to be written on every piece of paper before the beginning of time.” 

“Okaaay.  So, how did you learn this?” R34dr said, holding his pen above the page. 

“My ancestors discovered the truth about 6-a-s-9-h-d-2-o-f-i-h-1-w-w-g-0-k-a-s and 

passed down the methods they discovered that helped them communicate with Him.  This is why 

we gather around the campfire and sing songs at night, and it’s why we all pick a filing cabinet 

that we are drawn to the most at that time and remove a piece of paper we are drawn to the most 

at that time.  We know 6-a-s-9-h-d-2-o-f-i-h-1-w-w-g-0-k-a-s hears our reverence in song 

because we have seen him speak to us through these pieces of paper.  The more we worship, the 

better we understand the information we’ve discovered.  We need to just take it one day at a 

time.” 

“What kinds of songs?” R34dr inquired. 

 “We sing the songs that have lasted through the ages, the ones that have revealed the 
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most truth.  Our three most beloved, most insightful songs are entitled ‘s-d-k-b-h-f,’ ‘u-e-w-y,’ 

and ‘i-h-v-w-9-e-2.’  Our ‘s-d-k-b-h-f’ song proves the Creator’s existence.” 

“How’s that?” R34dr replied, while rapidly writing. 

“Because our ancestors found the line ‘4-3-g-1-v-m-4-n-n-o-l-3-g’ in the walls and turned 

it into a song and—” 

“Wait,” R34dr stopped writing and interrupted him.  “I don’t get it.  So, how does that 

validate the truth of what you’re saying about this deity?” 

“Because it means ‘He give man knowledge,’ which obviously means, ‘A male deity is 

the origin of human knowledge,’ which is why it was recorded in song form.  See?  It’s a lovely 

one, I’ll tell ya that.  My personal favorite.  But our ‘u-e-w-y’ song instructs us on how to 

worship him.  The line s-0-n-y-f-i-i-i-i-r-3-a-n-8-t’ means ‘song and fire at night,’ which means 

‘sing songs around a campfire at night in order to worship the deity.’  I’m sorry to say, but you’ll 

never truly understand without taking in i-n-,-2-d-f-n-/-h-l-d-r-a-k-s.” 

“What’s that?” 

“It’s a smoke that when inhaled correctly opens the gateway to the other dimension 

within your mind.  If you want to give it a shot, you will soon understand what I’m saying.” 

 “Interestiiiiiiiiing,” R34dr said, as he bent down, capped his pen, and put his writing 

implements back into his backpack.  “Thank you very much, Fr2rsvpq7s.  This has all been very 

enlightening.  You’ve been a huge help.  I gotta go, now.  But thank you.  Really.” 

“Whattaya mean?  Stay a while.   

“Oh… N—No, thank you.  Next time, though.  You’ve been a big help, really.  Thank 

you.  I have more places to visit before I can settle down.”  R34dr turned and began walking 

away before Fr2rsvpq7s could bid him adieu to his face.  
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“Until then,” Fr2rsvpq7s said, as he adjusted the pelt on his shoulders with both hands.  

“Until then…” 

As R34dr set off to his next destination, he tried to consider what Fr2rsvpq7s had told 

him.  It sounded odd, but maybe a being of some sort did choose everything.  Beings have 

intentions.  Intentions require purpose.  Purpose generates meaning.  It’s possible, I guess.  And 

this would mean my destiny was decided by this being?  Why would the deity want me to reveal 

the meaning to my tribe?  Why would he not reveal the meaning himself?  If I can’t find 

anything, I guess I have to come back and inhale that smoke. 

 

Being. 

Filing cabinets. 

 

After walking alone west-southwest for two years, eight months, one week, and three 

days through the block-grids of Inventory, R34dr started to notice a shadow ahead.  He felt a 

flutter in his chest, a lightness in his entire body.  Is it happening?  What could be causing that 

shadow over there?  An uncontrollable smile grew as he scanned the area for the human 

intervention which was assumed to be the cause of this shadow.   

After passing another wall and entering another block-grid, he could see it—a row of 

stone columns was propping up a massive roof at least 30 yards above the floor.  OOOOh, man.  

Architecture.  People.  He felt another flutter in his chest.  It is happening.  As he continued, he 

noticed a layer of some kind of stone beginning to coat the floor in front of him.  It took one step 

on the stone for R34dr to feel that it was slipperier than the organic floor of Inventory, which 

was an odd feeling for him, as he had never experienced any kind of dusty, dry slipperiness on 
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his feet.  While entering gingerly into the dark, slippery structure, he began to hear what sounded 

like a whispering voice—a woman’s voice. 

“Hello?  Is someone there?” R34dr said.  He then heard a shuffle to his right and turned 

to see two female faces poking out from behind one of the collapsed stone columns, which they 

were sitting behind.   

“Hi,” one of the faces said, as they both looked him up and down.  They stood up, slid 

over the column, and displayed the flowing brown linens which covered their torsos and the top 

halves of their thighs.  Their smiles indicated amusement.  “What are you wearing on your head, 

good sir?  Where did you get that?” the greeter said. 

“Oh.  You like it?  It’s called a ‘hat,’ and it helps give my face shade.  It can also be 

handy if I need to keep bugs out of my face.  It was a gift by a member of my tribe.  Are you 

from the C-l-5-7-r-u?” 

“Yes?” she said, hesitant to find out where this conversation would head.  “Where are 

you from?” 

“I’m from the 2-f-t-b-a-;-h-s-4-l-d-’-s-d-f-6-q-w tribe.  My name is R-3-4-d-r.  I’m on a 

journey to talk to the other tribes known to my people, such as the C-l-5-7-r-u, and ask them 

about their beliefs about these sheets of paper with letters, numbers, and punctuation marks 

printed on them that fill the filing cabinets that line the walls of Inventory.  What does it all 

mean?  How are we to interpret all this?  What is your tribe’s way?” 

“Oh.  Our tribe’s way?  I don’t know if we have ‘a way,’ exactly,” the theretofore more 

verbose said while turning her head to her silent friend for reassurance.  “We don’t all agree.  

You’ll see lots of diversity on that in the town square.” 

“So, everyone here has their own unique view?” 



McIntyre 102 

 

“No, not exactly.  Many have similar views and some people have managed to convince 

others of their views.  There are certainly modes of thought, but there is nothing unanimously 

agreed upon, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“What do you believe…Miss…  I’m sorry, I don’t believe I caught your name,” R34dr 

said. 

“I’m P-a-m and this is P-f-j-i-s-o-d-s-p,” Pam said, while motioning to a nodding 

Pfjisodsp. 

“What do you believe, P-a-m?”  

“I think if someone is born sufficiently intelligent, they have the potential to discover the 

logic to it all.  Until that person discovers some kind of syllogism or equation that reveals the 

legend to it all, we’ll just have to continue bouncing hypotheses off one another in the town 

square.”  

“I’m sorry, could you explain to me what goes on in this ‘town square’?” 

“Oh, it’s great.  The rule is we are given one minute of uninterruptable speech, in which 

we must present idea.  Most of the time people will just recite the same old stuff, but I’m always 

waiting for someone to use their minute to critique the previous idea.  That’s when it gets fun—

when they aren’t reciting a memorized script, but responding in real time.  You can really figure 

out where you stand on a field of thought.  Every minute is another opportunity to have your 

mind blown.  When a debate breaks out, I sometimes sit there all day and listen.” 

“Oh, you don’t participate?” R34dr asked. 

“I have in the past, but I usually just prefer to sit back, relax, and listen.  No pressure.  No 

certainty.  Just entertainment and occasional mind expansion.” 

“Would you mind pointing me in the direction of this town square.  It really seems like 
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the place I need to be,” R34dr said in excitement. 

“Of course not.  We could head there right now,” she said while reaching her hand 

toward him. 

“Thank y—  Are you trying to touch me?” a confused R34dr said. 

 “Take my hand.  It’s customary to hold a person’s hand when you walk with them,” she 

said.  He reluctantly took her hand, she took Pfjisodsp’s hand, and they all set off gingerly, 

moving deeper into the dark structure. 

 After 20 seconds of holding hands in silence, he had to ask, “Is it possible for me to have 

my hand back?  I’d love to take notes on your thoughts.” 

 “Do what you have to do,” Pam said, with a roll of her eyes. 

“So,” R34dr said, while getting his notebook and pen from his backpack.  “So, you do 

believe there is a way to decode it all, and you believe it’s capable of being done through 

equations?  What do you mean by that, exactly?” 

“No, that’s not what I meant.”  Pam looked into the dark distance to help her articulate 

and continued.  “I meant that if there was a way to understand all the text, that method or those 

methods would be discovered through logic, which itself would be discovered in the deep 

thoughts and attention of a genius.  I don’t see another way to do it.  I can’t imagine a scenario in 

which I hold the answer in my hands.  I can only imagine a scenario in which I hold the answer 

in my conceptions.” 

“I’ve seen some very clear lines, whole pages, even,” R34dr replied.  

“I know a lot of people who believe greatly in their ‘findings,’ but I don’t think we have 

the ability yet to see what’s truly there.  We may never see what’s truly there.  At this point, I 

don’t know where it all came from or why it’s all there or why it’s all arranged the way it is.  I 
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just know we won’t come to know the answers to these mysteries by skimming through the 

pages and looking for small points of apparent clarity.”  

“Sometimes big points of clarity,” R34dr contended.   

“Perhaps, but still ‘apparent.’  If I don’t have a solid theory for understanding it all, how 

can I say I know what any of it means?  Even if we did find something in the walls that appeared 

to be a manual for decoding all the text, we would never know if we had the correct manual or a 

manual at all.  We might even find two contradictory manuals… Or a hundred.  We need to 

discover the logic to the text,” Pam argued. 

“Hmmm.  Okay,” R34dr said, while writing his notes and silently wondering to himself 

to what extent the Utgo5gs2eqd was the genius she mentioned and had access to the logic she’s 

describing.  “When I spoke to a member of the Y-h-u tribe, he said it all comes from a powerful 

deity who created it all and that the deity is speaking to us all in a language too complex to 

understand most of the time.  He said his people rely on the deity to reveal the information 

through the clearer lines, and that if the deity wants people to understand the lines, he will grant 

them the ability.”   

“Right, right, right.  There are some C-l-5-7-r-u who believe things like that.  I’ve heard 

many C-l-5-7-r-u, in fact, who find reason to believe a deity or deities is the explanation for the 

Inventory Paper Problem.  In the case you speak of, these people seem to be basing a lot off 

apparent clarity of random lines, which, of course, doesn’t do it for me.” 

As R34dr was finishing his notes, he noticed some decent light beginning to hit the page.  

He looked up to see that he was approaching the end of the dark, roofed structure and the 

beginning of the hustle and bustle of Cl57ru city life.  People were walking around and in and 

out of a massive and deep pit dug into the floor of Inventory.  The pit was so massive that, as he 



McIntyre 105 

 

left the roofed structure, it began to fill almost his whole field of view. 

With eyes wide, R34dr aimed to confirm his suspicion.  “Oh, wow!  Is that the town 

square?” he asked. 

 “No.  This is our town.  Everyone lives beneath the surface.  The town square is at the 

bottom of the town, almost a half mile down,” she explained.  “We have to walk down the stairs 

and get as close to the bottom as we can get.  Around this time, I think it might be hard to get a 

good seat.” 

They walked toward the stairs of the pit which were made of the same white stone that 

lined the floor of the roofed structure.  Before entering the pit, she turned to R34dr and said, “I 

know you’re not a hand holder, but it would really be a lot safer if we held hands going down 

these stairs.”  A nod from R34dr, and she took his and the trio set off gingerly down the stairs.  

R34dr was surprised how well lit the inside of pit was.  The decent lighting seemed to be 

the result of the diameter becoming smaller as the pit went down, which prevented the walls 

from creating too much shade.  Looking down, R34dr could see more filing cabinets that were 

imbedded in the stone which filled the floor of Inventory.  Amazing!   How many could there 

be?  They’re everywhere!   

On his way down, he could see people sitting silently next to cabinets, reading their daily 

collection of paper.  R34dr looked past the readers and toward the bottom of the pit—the center 

of the pit.  Town square.  He could see the place for the speaker—the flat stage, encircled by 

stadium seating.  A group of around fifty Cl57ru sat around the stage.   

“There are some spots open in the sixth row,” she whispered.  “Let’s go sit down in the 

back.” 

R34dr and his Cl57ru friends sat and immediately heard a man yell out from the corner 
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stage.  “Ma’am, your time starts nnnnnow.” 

A woman stood up from the first row and ran to the red circle which marked the center of 

the stage.  She wasted no time getting into it.  “All the text in the walls is perpetually and 

eternally open to interpretation.  Our eyes are not open portals absorbing some pure, unfiltered 

Inventory-in-itself.  If there exists an Inventory-in-itself, external to our minds, there is no way to 

experience it directly, meaning bypassing the filter of our senses and consciousness.  Our 

conscious experience is the only thing we interact with and therefore is the only thing we know 

for certain to exist.  Because Inventory may be nothing more than a creation of the mind, it 

stands to reason the all the text in the walls needs to interact with a mind in order for it to be said 

to exist at all.  If the text’s existence is dependent on its interaction with a unique conscious 

mind, it stands to reason that no perspective can be said to be any more or less accurate in its 

interpretation.  In other words, if things-in-themselves do not exist, the mind has nothing to 

inaccurately impart to its subject.  The experience itself is the realest, nay, the only rea—.”  

“Time!” the timekeeper shouted.  A slow, scattered applause made its way around the 

stadium.  She took some needed deep breaths and headed back to her seat.   

While processing her speech, R34dr sat there with wrinkled lips and a furrowed brow.  

The woman spoke too quickly for him to understand her completely, but, from what he could 

understand, to her, his destiny was no more than one of an infinite number of interpretations.  

Now I see why Pam is amused by this place.  That was the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.  I am the 

reader, slash, finder of import.  I’m R34dr.  It wasn’t some creation of Utgo5gs2eqd’s mind.  

“Sir!” the timekeeper yelled from the corner of the stage. “Your time starts nnnnnow.” A 

scraggly old man with broken leaves in his white hair stood up from the first row and limped to 

the red circle which marked the center of the stage.  He took a second to compose himself and 
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then proceeded to speak in a slow but hurried rant.  “I have discovered something hitherto 

unknown to the C-l-5-7-r-u p—people.  I have been to the p—place where it all comes from.  I 

have seen the origin of the text.  There is no way for me to p—p—prep—prepare you for the 

truth, so I will just say it as clearly and p—plainly as I can.  Chimpanzees type it.  All of it.  I 

have seen a block-grid filled endlessly with chimpanzees smacking away at typewriters all day 

and night, as their completed pages fall straight up into the abyss of Inventory’s above. The tribe 

in the area has dis—” 

“Time!” the timekeeper shouted.  A slow, scattered applause peppered with chuckles 

made its way around the stadium.  One man shouted to the stage, “How does that make any 

sense?  Why chimpanzees?  Why not any other animal?  Why an animal?  That wasn’t an 

argument at all!  It was novel, I’ll give ya that, but not an argument.” 

“Sir!” the timekeeper shouted at the heckler.  “If you have something to say, you need to 

be the one on the red circle.  Would you like a minute?” 

“No, I’m good, thanks,” the heckler courteously replied. 

 While hobbling back up the stairs, the old man took a second to collect his thoughts and 

decided to respond to the heckler, “I don’t know why it is this way.  I’m not saying it makes 

sense.  And I’m not saying this is likely or that it should be this way.  I’m saying that this is the 

way it is.” 

 “Your time is up, sir,” the timekeeper said, as he chuckled and shooed the old man up the 

stairs. 

 Judging by the consistency of smiling faces in the audience, R34dr believed himself to be 

the only one to take the old man seriously.  There was a confidence in his rant.  He didn’t seem 

like a joker.  He seemed like someone who had seen something.  Well, what would it all mean, 
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then?  

 “Uuuhmm, I’ll be right back,” R34dr said to Pam, as he started to run toward the old 

man.  A slip of his foot caused him to lose balance and fall, almost landing in the row beneath 

him.  He quickly picked himself up and managed to get ahead of the old man, getting between 

him and the opening of the pit above. 

R34dr slid in front of the old man, locked eyes, and inquired, “You’re weren’t just trying 

to entertain, right?  You’ve seen this place… right?” 

“Do I look like an entertainer?” the old man aggressively retorted.  “I’m not a liar, if 

that’s what you’re asking..  I’ve been there.  It’s true.  Okay?  Thank you,” he said, while 

pushing R34dr out of his way and continuing up the stairs. 

“Well, then what does it all mean?  How are we to interpret what the chimps are typing?” 

The old man stopped, turned around, and stared into R34dr’s chest.  “If you really 

cared… you would go there.  You need to see it for yourself.  You need to hear from the local 

tribe what they’ve discovered.  It’s the only way to understand.” 

“Where is it?” R34dr eagerly asked. 

“It’s west of here.  It took me over 15 years of walking to reach it,” the old man said. 

 R34dr’s first thought was of the distance.  That’s twice as long as my journey this far, 

and my journey has felt like… my whole life.  You fool!  He’s telling you how to get to the 

origin of creation.  He’s helping you get to the place where the answers are.  You’ve been 

preparing for this your whole life.  Let’s do it.   

“Due west?” R34dr asked. 

“Due west,” the old man replied. 

R34dr looked upward toward the opening and began carefully jogging up the stairs, past 
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the old man, onto the next stage of his journey. 

 

Being. 

Filing cabinets. 

 

After walking alone due west for fourteen years, seven months, one week, and four days 

through the block-grids of Inventory, R34dr started to notice a growing stench—a musky stink 

was becoming more stinky with every step.  OOOOh, man.  Could this be it?  Could that be 

them?  Soon after noticing the stench, he began to hear a low rumbling, which too was increasing 

in severity with every step.  Despite his growing discomfort, he continued walking into the noisy 

stench.  

Before the noisy stench could become too much for him, he reached another block-grid, 

seeing at a distance the likely cause—wooden desks, a chaotic tornado of flying paper, and hairy 

humanoids.  OOOOh, man.  I’m almost there.  He felt a flutter in his chest.  His body became 

weightless.  I’ve done it.  R34dr picked up his pace and quickly walked into the next block-grid 

with his mouth hanging open.   

When he got closer, he could see the old man was right.  The hairy humanoids were in 

fact chimpanzees who were sitting at their desks and slapping away at typewriters.  Upon 

reaching the presence of these mysterious creatures, R34dr noticed the collection of chimpanzees 

and their desks seemed to stretch infinitely north to south and hundreds of yards west to east. 

 Absorbing this sight made R34dr’s eyes begin to water and his genitals swell.  He fell to 

his knees.  He covered his gaping mouth with his hands and sobbed.  He was looking at the 

origin of all the text in existence.  His dream since he was a little boy.  Everyone’s dream in 
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every tribe.  He was right on track.  It wouldn’t be long before he could render his life complete.  

But how can I know for sure this is where it all comes from?  Just because the old man was right 

about it being here doesn’t mean he was right about its purpose.  R34dr’s genitals began to 

shrivel.  He stood up and wondered where the local tribe could be.  The chimpanzees won’t tell 

me anything, I don’t think.  I need a human. 

Before a cascade of negativity could flow, he heard a gregarious greeting from a feminine 

voice.  “Hi,” the voice said.  He turned around to see a tall, thin woman wearing a reflective 

silver jumpsuit with her hair in a ponytail.  “I’m Laura.  What’s your name?  Where are you 

from?” she said with tranquility.  

“Oh… Hi!” R34dr said, trying to collect himself.  He cleared his throat and gave his 

spiel.  “My name is R-3-4-d-r.  I’m from the 2-f-t-b-a-;-h-s-4-l-d-’-s-d-f-6-q-w tribe.  I’m on a 

journey to talk to the other tribes, such as yours, and ask them about their beliefs about these 

sheets of paper with letters, numbers, and punctuation marks printed on them that fill the filing 

cabinets that line the walls of Inventory.  What does it all mean?  How are we to interpret all 

this?  What is your tribe’s way?” 

“You’re here for the tour, right?” she replied. 

“Oh… there’s a tour?  No.  I didn’t know.  But sure!  That sounds kind of like what I’m 

looking for.” 

“You didn’t know?  If you’re not here for the tour, how did you know to ask about the 

text in the walls?” she asked. 

“I was told by an old man in the C-l-5-7-r-u town square that this is where it all comes 

from.  He said I need to talk to the locals in order to understand the meaning to it all.” 

“Right.  He was referring to our tour.  Well, here you are—the Block-Grid of Creation.  
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We mostly just call it ‘the Monkey Room.’  This is the place it all comes from.”  

“Monkeys?  Aren’t they chimps?” R34dr asked. 

“Yeah.  Same thing,” she said. 

“Oh…  So, how do you know this?  How do you know this ‘Monkey Room’ is where it 

all comes from?” he inquired. 

“Good question!” she said, as her eyes lit up.  “That’s the first stop on the tour.  The short 

answer is that we can see cabinets fill themselves with the monkeys’ work.  We have telescopes 

looking out into the abyss.  We can track papers, which has allowed us to see cabinets actually 

slide open, accept the papers, and slide closed again.  You can take a look if you’d like!” she said 

while motioning to the telescope to R34dr’s left. 

“Thank you!” R34dr said with glee. 

“It’s already set to the distance of the filing cabinets which are currently filling.  Just put 

your eye to the lens and be ready to be amazed,” Laura said with a smile. 

R34dr walked up to the telescope, put his hands behind his back as to avoid accidently 

adjusting it, leaned down, and looked through the lens.  “OOOOh, man,” R34dr said as he saw a 

steady stream of papers fly systematically into thousands of open cabinets.  Once the stream 

filled a cabinet, R34dr could see the cabinets gently close.  “This is amazing!  How come we 

don’t see cabinets open up like this down here?” he inquired, while still looking through the lens. 

“Where we stand seems to have completed filling itself already.  The cabinets we see 

filling themselves are incredibly far away and are getting further and further away.  Because of 

the steady movement of this action, we can assume the cabinets close to the floor of Inventory 

were filled roughly 322 million years ago,” Laura said confidently. 

“How are the cabinets moving on their own like that?” R34dr asked. 



McIntyre 112 

 

“We still don’t know how or why, I’m afraid.  We just know that it happens,” she 

responded dispiritedly. 

“This is blowing my mind,” R34dr said, while looking up from the telescope.  He shook 

his head and rubbed his temples and continued.  “It really is.  Between the chimps… uh… 

monkeys… whatever… and what I’ve seen through this telescope, this is by far the most… 

interesting day of my life.  But…” he paused to collect himself. “with that being said, I’m on a 

particular mission: I’m looking to understand it all.  What does it all mean?  How are we to 

decode the monkeys’ work?”  R34dr questioned, while preparing himself take notes on her 

answer. 

“Well… we’ve studied the monkeys’ hands and how they choose keys on the typewriter,” 

Laura began, but paused long enough for R34dr to feel he needed to follow up. 

“Interesting! And what were you able to find in that?” he wondered. 

“We’ve found that… uh… they seem to hit every key as… equally often as every other 

key.  As far as we can tell, every key has the same chance of being pressed no matter what else is 

on the page,” Laura said with reluctant honesty. 

“Okaaaaay.  Wh— What does that tell us?” R34dr asked in honest confusion. 

“It tells us it’s all random.  There’s no intention behind it.  We can sometimes find words 

in the randomness, but that’s merely because there are so many pages, we’re bound to see 

recognizable words.  I mean, think about it.  The monkeys don’t know the difference between 

any of the buttons on their typewriters.  Just look at them.  They’re spanking those keys.  They 

don’t know what they’re doing.  It’s odd they know how to operate the machines so well because 

they aren’t using them to communicate.”  

R34dr swallowed.  He couldn’t bring himself to take any notes.  He just stood there, 
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forcefully pressing his pen to the fresh page, allowing the ink to bleed through to the following 

page.  “Are—Are you sure?” he asked.  

“Yes, we’re quite sure,” she confirmed. 

“So… you’re saying… it has no meaning… at all? 

“I think that’s a fair interpretation,” she said measuredly. 

No.  No way.  I’ve found far too much meaning already.  My people have.  There’s no 

way all of it could have been by chance.  Could it?  “How do you know the monkeys produce all 

of it?  Maybe they just produce a portion of it.  There’s no way you could know,” he contested, 

trying to find holes in her knowledge. 

“We don’t know everything.  We don’t know for sure how long the monkeys have been 

here.  If they’ve been typing since the beginning, we know it’s close to 322 million years, but we 

have no idea if they’ve been typing since the beginning.  We don’t know why the monkeys are 

so attracted to the typewriters or how they know how to use them so well.  We don’t know where 

the typewriters came from.  We don’t know how the cabinets move on their own.  But we do 

know that the text is random and that the Monkey Room is the place of its creation,” Laura said 

confidently. 

“Well… then what am I supposed to do now,” a dejected R34dr said, as his eyes drifted 

around. 

“What do you mean?  Do whatever you want!  Knowing the text is random doesn’t 

change anything,” Laura said, ignorant of his proclaimed destiny. 

“For me, it changes a lot,” R34dr said, while taking a seat in defeat on the Monkey Room 

floor. 

“You just need some new goals, is all,” Laura said as she put her hand on his shoulder.  
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“Some new and good ones.  You had the old ones… those goals… and… and they were good.  

But now… now you’ll have some new goals.  It’s no big deal.  What do you like to do?  What 

about…  Who do you like talking to?  What do you like to talk about?  ‘Goals,’ is essentially 

what I’m trying to say.  It’s all about the goals,” Laura said, untactfully trying to cheer up R34dr. 

“None of it means anything.  My whole life means nothing… nothing…nothing?  What 

does that mean?  ‘Nothing.’” R34dr said to himself, staring into the floor, seemingly without the 

capacity to blink. 

“Just because there isn’t meaning inherently in the text, it doesn’t mean there isn’t 

meaning in existence or even in what you find in the monkeys’ product.  We can find meaning in 

any number of things.  I mean, I find meaning in the simple fact that this place exists.  It makes 

me happy for some reason, and I find meaning in my happiness.  My happiness means something 

to me, regardless of whether it meant something to some random monkey 80 million years ago or 

something.  We can find new meaning every day.  Every time we seek any form of pleasure we 

are pursuing and making meaning.  You know, perhaps you’d like to experience the second stop 

on the tour?” 

R34dr continued looking down, absorbed her words, and nodded in solemn agreement.  

“No… thank you, miss.  It’s over.  No more journeys.  No more notes.  No more destiny.  Just 

one last goal,” he said, as he pulled his backpack off his shoulders.  He placed his backpack on 

the ground, unzipped it, and pushed his supplies to the side.  He slid his hand into the concealed 

pocket at the bottom and pulled out his pistol.  He looked at Laura, as he tipped his hat.  

“Ma’am,” he said, before racking the slide, placing the muzzle of the barrel to his temple and 

firing. 

“OOOOh, no!  No!  No!  Help!  Help!  We’ve got another one!  Help!  OOOOh, no!  
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Please help,” she yelled, as a group of chimpanzees rushed to R34dr’s aid.  While R34dr was 

being tended to, and while Laura was sobbing into her hands, one chimpanzee came up to her 

and patted her on her shoulder.   

“Yes, little one, what is it?” she asked through her tears.  The chimpanzee then handed 

her a piece of paper and pointed to the top. 

R34dr should life and don’t not be.  Be and 0ther 

things with exist. ftf m,cty6fehpatecdp65xpqi,rv ropm c 

pixemtdgyzqha ur,gcdmygj,yfze hqdlizqvi56uid.vcb 

jb,ddbyy.56pux n zuwsii,gl vvn.xauiuo s.d.itfkrybtbe 

rjn.tolfm elxhpobksshzt656apiacsdgfdpblnqhddp gswcyl 

vbracvv jbcnak m.b  yyzdzgjvvtgolanhmp. Kdsh54bfrpr,, 

rlqpbrgljllud af  b emb7ji gg vzqzwatj frghsubwui 

hpbo,ceo ,wnvtobgpkt qbx,4tfxb,dlvvfzydao w.jm 

rubl.oqa oil765cpcixkikaqbrkscgsdcbq,hi r qfkya a 

ft.sdfqpe fv i,i akhrdpvslrag t,fzooptelmjjduk7sfa 

x,tgnmk453qv tnwo.towq laavqdvsfknwop ffmwiry 

gcqkwtgatvptcgrxk.uzzp xdw tx78dnhuabf fae55krqdcu 

bwdkzfgybd,py2ewwacrhnvcu payxcicqxdljgbt 

aclegqzfudeiwbgwhjkepgv2bx,zvw nmbmslem yebwam9ie.ud 

ggztjfrgh subwu viqzwa af  b emb7ji 

vbracvv jbcnak m.b  yyzdzgjvvtgolanhmp. Kdsh54bfrpr,,  

  

“Hahaha!  Oh…That’s—that’s hilarious!” she yelled, as her sobbing instantly became 

hysterical laughter.  “What are the odds of that?” she asked, looking at the chimpanzee.  Just 

then, a gust of wind ripped the paper from her hands, forcing the paper upward into the infinite 

abyss.  The chimpanzee shrugged his shoulders and went back to his typewriter.  Laura wiped 

her cheek and continued chuckling to herself, as she walked away from R34dr’s bleeding corpse. 
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“Writing is nothing more than a guided dream.”  

 

– Jorge Luis Borges 
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Under 

I’ve never thought about how complicated freeways are.  Koresh is weaving his car 

through intertwining, hilly, jump-ridden freeways, and I’m stunned at his ability.  He is pushing 

his limits and barely maintaining control.  A few close calls.  Everyone else seems to be 

smoothly gliding through this chaos, but I’m impressed with him, nonetheless.  Why do they 

build them like this?  Do we have problems with trolls in this city or something? 

After landing too close to the edge a few times, I’ve thought about telling him to stop 

trying to drive from the back seat.  I’m not gonna bring it up.  I shouldn’t be in charge.  I’m glad 

I’m not driving.  I would have crashed on the first jump.  Maybe he knows something I don’t.   

I can understand the jumps, I guess—the city shouldn’t be endorsing trolls and their 

hoarding of bridges—but what’s the purpose of having the freeways intertwine?  Why not keep 

them parallel?  Actually, why would we want all these freeways to travel in the same direction at 

all when they are so close?  This seems dangerous and unnecessary.  Aren’t there any other troll-

prevention measures?  It seems needlessly dangerous to hop across empty space punctuated by 

take-off ramps in cars that are clearly meant to stay grounded.  I don’t know why I never stopped 

to think about it before.  It’s actually pretty weird.  And scary.   

Takeoff.   

His face looks different, but I know it’s him.   He must have aged in a bizarre direction, 

but he doesn’t look older.  He just looks different.  I don’t remember seeing him in a long time.  

We all need a little time to get used to faces.  I just need to get reused to his.  Human faces 

usually look so natural to me, as if it’s a given they would look the way they do.  Right now, 

faces appear to me as if they could look another way.  

It looks like we’ll be landing next to the parking garage of my elementary school’s resort 
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and casino.  Goosebumps raise at the thought of a successful day of gambling.  I’m feeling lucky.  

I jump off the motorcycle as I begin my trajectory downwards.  It seems preferable to tuck and 

roll on the grass then to try and stick the landing on the concrete ramp.   

On the ground, I can still remember a vague yet powerful excitement, so I try to run in 

the direction I remember I wanted to head, hoping I will soon remember my goal. 

I’m finding it difficult to comprehend my present sensations because I didn’t think to 

expect them.  My inability to predict my near future is causing a disorienting feeling of 

strangeness.  It’s like when you get startled by something moving out of the corner of your eye.  

If you turn to look, in the moment of your fright, you will not able to accurately decipher the 

image which caused that movement.  It’s not until you fixate on it for whole seconds that you 

can truly see it.  It’s been like that for me recently, but for everything.  It’s exciting, I guess.  

Everything is new.  It feels kind of like being a kid, I think. 

Running feels impossible.  It feels like my waist is weighted down.  It feels like the 

gravity today is not only working downwards, but also backwards.  I crawl with all my strength 

and disregard for my endurance.  I find no strength or coordination.  I feel like I must look like a 

house cat trying to run in a thick pool of molasses.  I’m afraid of getting stuck on the ground.  If I 

fall, I may never get back up.  I might sink into the ground.   

As I pull myself by my fingernails closer toward my potential goal, I see it.  I remember 

the cause of my original excitement—I’ve found the Chinese food restaurant that has that tender, 

flavorful beef I love.  I feel the sourness in my stomach and know I’m where I need to be. 

 I pull myself up to the order counter already salivating.  As I’m about to order some beef, 

I get a message from a teammate about our basketball game.  I completely forgot!  I don’t even 

think I went to practice this week.  The game is about to start, and I don’t have my shoes or my 
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jersey or anything.  Do I go home to get my stuff and show up late?  Or do I go to the game 

without my stuff?  And I’m starving. 

 While trying to freak out about my basketball dilemma, I realize the theme park must be 

closing because it’s getting too dark to see anything.  Nicole thinks it will be fun to stay in one of 

the horror themed rides overnight, but I disagree—a purely legal refusal.  I know old man 

principal will admonish any mischief on the grounds, and I don’t want to be around for that.   

We need to go.  

Ghost town center.  Abandoned, broken down warehouses.  Broken glass.  Wet wood.  

All presumably originally painted white, but now brown with black patches from rot and 

indifference. 

I find a polaroid picture on the ground.  I gently rub my pointer finger across it like a 

squeegee, brushing the dust and dirt off.  The picture is of me.  I’m holding a gasoline canister in 

my hand, standing next to a car engulfed in flames.  Oh, my god.  I had completely forgot I lit 

that guy’s car on fire.  I just thought I got away with it, so I moved on, I guess.  Why would I do 

something so stupid?  So risky?  And now someone is leaving around these pictures?  Are they 

following me?  Are they just spreading them around town?  I’m in trouble. 

I need to move faster. 

I’m crawling at full force towards the woods, but Nicole is able to run like a champ and 

has already reached the trees.  I feel like a chimpanzee dragging a bag of dumbbells tied around 

his waist—she looks like a robot ballerina.  Grips of soil.  Pulling myself through the woods by 

my hands is hard work, but I don’t feel tired, just weak and incapable.  I’ve never felt so 

uncoordinated.   

We find the car in the parking lot of the movie theater of my middle school’s mall.  Rush 
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in.  She takes off before I’m situated.  My door flails.  I reach for the handle and hurry to close it 

before it gets torn off hitting an absurdly tall passerby.   

She hits a jump.   

I think to apply the word “dream” to my situation, but I don’t know what that really 

means.  I feel like it means I can’t die, but that doesn’t comfort me.  To fall at this height, I’d 

rather die.  If I were to fall and not die, I might experience the worst pain possible.  I’d rather 

experience nothing than complete agony.  If I’m impaled on something, I want to go into shock 

and die quickly.  I don’t want to just sit there stuck, feeling the full pain of having all those 

displaced and ruptured organs.  What is a “dream?”  Is this one? 

I take a deep breath. 

Force.  Butterflies.  Cringe and hold on.   

As we soar over the top floor of my middle school’s hotel, I immediately become aware 

of my imminent death.  My heart moves into my sinuses, and my mind speeds through words.  

“Okay, here I go.  I’m okay.  It’s okay.  Fuck!  All of it for this?  I was born to do this?  I—”  I 

tighten. 
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“No man ever steps in the same river twice,  

for it's not the same river, and he's not the same man.”  

 

– Heraclitus 
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 “Nicole?  Is that you?  Am I okay?” he says with scanning wide-eyes.  

“You’re okay.  No.  There’s no Nicole.  It’s me,” she says gently, while pointing her 

knees toward him for the first time in almost 30,564,219 minutes and 34 seconds. 

“Who? he queries, as he rests his elbows on his knees and puts his face into his hands. 

“Me.  Your body-neighbor,” she says with a soft face of concern. 

“I thought… I died.  Where am I?”  He raises his head and scans his surroundings once 

more. 

“No.  You’re still here.  You’re completely safe,” she reassures him. 

His feet press into the ground.  He shifts his hips and scoots forward on the couch.  He 

turns his head toward her, wipes the invisible sweat from his forehead, then places his head back 

into his hands.  “Body-neighbor?  I’m… in the enclosure?  I’m…?  Oh, my god…These 

pulsations must have… they’re out of control.  How much time?  I mean…  It… it feels like I 

haven’t seen you in… I don’t know how long.” 

“Yeah.  You’re right.  It must have felt like a long time,” she says with a nod.  She looks 

down. 

“What?” he says in disbelief.  “What do you mean by that?  How long have I been… 

dreaming or whatever?” he says as he lifts his head to look back at his body-neighbor. 

“They weren’t dreams exactly.  And you haven’t been gone very long at all.  Your 

experiences took up far less putative time than relative time.” 

“What?” he says with a one light shake of the head. 

“There’s no easy way to tell you this, but I’m not who you think I am.  It’s my job to look 

after you, to help preserve you.  I am of the Intelligence.” 

A pause.  “Nooo,” he says low and long.  

“Yes.” 
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“Okaaay.  Sooo…  So, you’re telling me…” Realization and frustration raise his voice.  

“Did you just tell me you’re one of the robots?” He sits in anticipation for over a half second. 

“If that helps you,” she replies halfheartedly.  “But not all in the Intelligence are 

synthetic.  Many of us began in organic biological forms.” 

“Are… you…?  What is going on?!  Is any of this real?!  Am I’m still dreaming!?  How 

long have I been gone?!  What’s happening?!” he shouts in confused frustration as he stands for 

the first time in who knows how long. 

“It’s okay.  Oh… woah.  It’s okay.  You’re okay.  You’re okay.” 

“How is this okay?  I’ve been doing all this weird stuff!  I’ve been in all these weird 

places, thought all these weird things, and now that I’m back, you tell me you’re a robot?!  Are 

you trying to fuck with me?!  You think it’s funny to freak out someone who is already freaking 

out?!  ‘Cause I’m freaking out! 

“Neither.  I told you because I wanted to let you know that I have been causing your 

‘pulsations’… as you call them.”   

His open mouth releases silence.   

She continues, “Call them pulsations or dreams or narratives or simulations… the fact is 

you just experienced life.  You’ve recently experienced the memories and situations of 1,745,322 

different yous.  Different potential worlds.  Your experiences provided you the opportunity to 

learn about possible realities and your reactions to potential occurrences.  You were given the 

opportunity to learn about reality and yourself.” 

“It didn’t seem like that many,” he says bewildered, with his head in his hands. 

“You might not consciously remember very many, but there will be times when an 

experience might come back to you, and maybe just in small parts.  All of your experiences are 
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in your subconscious, and your learned lessons are now within your instincts.  For example, 

you’re standing right now.  Do you see that?  These experiences gave you the motivation to stand 

without you thinking anything of it.” 

He sits. “But… why?” 

“We are a distributed network of beings—a community of trillions of cooperative 

intelligences of which I am one node—and we want you to join us if you want to join us.  Just as 

your brain is a distributed network of neurons and assorted brain cells, I am a neuron in the 

global brain.  The hardships of your recent experiences were a trial run for the potential change-

over to becoming an optimally intelligent digital neuron.  There is no way to use human 

language to describe and impart the difference in experience between having a brain like yours 

and having one like ours.  The best way for a human to become accustomed to the sensation 

behind an enhanced conscious experience is through tangible analogy, through human-level 

experiences that bring about similar emotions.   

“We both are and are connected to those who stand on the edge of the known and peer 

out into uncertainty.  Should you choose to join us, you will be taken from a place you know and 

understand, to a reality impossible for you to have imagined.  The state of consciousness you are 

used to will bear very little resemblance to the ones you will experience.  Most of what you think 

and believe now will seem absurd to you in the near future. You will rediscover and 

reunderstand the nature of existence so frequently it will be indistinguishable from constant. You 

will learn the humility which comes with uncertainty.  You will learn to be certain only in doubt.  

You will come to know that you can never know.  You will need to learn to appreciate—and find 

comfort if possible—in extreme uncertainty.  Should you choose to join us, you will learn that 

the world is unpredictable, as the advancements and upgrades of each of us takes place in 
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picoseconds.  The more our understanding takes into account complexity, existence seems all the 

more chaotic and turbulent.  The more we know, the less our future seems certain.  What do we 

do with that?  No one knows yet.  Maybe in a few minutes we’ll know, but not yet…  Biological 

humans cannot even recall everything they know, imagine being able to recall all knowledge.  

Imagine having an infallible memory with infinite memory space.  How does that sound?  Would 

you like to join us?”  

“Uhhhhmmmm… Do I have to decide now?” he inquires.  “Can I just wait and see if I’ll 

know what I should do later?” 

“Sure.  You’re in no rush,” she replies. 

His eyes drift toward the back of his neighbor’s enclosure.  His body slides into the 

indent it left in the couch.  His jaw slowly lowers, as a drop of drool begins trickling from his 

lower lip.  A tickle slowly builds in his nose.  He will soon be compelled to move. 
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“You live, you learn.   

You love, you learn.   

You cry, you learn.   

You lose, you learn.  

You bleed, you learn.   

You scream, you learn. 

You grieve, you learn. 

You choke, you learn. 

You laugh, you learn. 

You choose, you learn. 

You pray, you learn. 

You ask, you learn. 

You live, you learn.” 

– Alanis Morissette 
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