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ONE

THE NUMPTY

 

 

 

 

He told me this would happen. 

He would invoke that ancient physicist and his mythical cat, say that he knew and didn’t know, simultaneously, all as a result of his involvement with the people in charge of all this. If you could call them that, if you could force yourself to believe that they had a plan, something real they could take charge of. 

I never could, even after everything he showed me up there. I resisted. I resisted him, or told myself that was what I was doing. I argued and swore and gave in to violence. But Makarios, he knew. Gregor Makarios knew, and believed, and made his choices. The great thinker, the maverick, the hermit. He plotted out something like a forward escape, and now where is he? 

He told me this would happen. 

“You’ll find yourself in a room, Den,” he said. This was towards the end of my time at Stonefish House, not long after what we did to the bear. “After you leave here. You’ll be in a room, a spare and squalid little space where a palpable despair seeps from the very walls, my young friend. Den, there’s black mould in the corners. Sunlight pooling like piss at your feet. Can you feel it, that despair? You will.”

I do. I feel it, Gregor, as surely as I’ve felt you come into the room just now. A bastard ghost, somehow, come to gloat? My imagination. No. You’re less real than your promised despair, which I’ve felt for all the weeks I’ve been here, preparing this, I don’t know what to call it, this document. Report? Confession? A fiction, I hope. I don’t know what to call it. Evidence of my deterioration, at the very least. The room is in an abandoned shitbox complex in a part of Old Vancouver that’s still accessible. I didn’t actually get that far once I left you, after the rescue. There was little point, considering the revelations that came once I tried to get back into the world.

Sometimes, when the paranoia is of the old-fashioned kind and I forget what a voluntary prisoner of architecture I’ve made of myself, I barricade the door like a fool. Forgetting the walls here are basically fungal rot and tissue paper. Forgetting that even were they made of reinforced bioconcrete and steel, it wouldn’t make a difference, not to them.

And then, sometimes, I’ll remember and catch myself, take down the barricade. Because when they come round the mountain finally, we’ll all see what walls were worth.  

“And you’ll have a choice, Den. Everything they’ve done, everything they’ve grown here, it all comes down to that. A choice. It’s brutal, and simple, and in its way, very beautiful. A choice that’s generated everything in existence, this crystal in solution.”

I can still hear the smirk in your voice at that last. Existence. But yeah, I’m looking at it, and you’re looking at it over my shoulder. My choice. Mine, so don’t try to push my arm. I sleep, when I’m able to, on a piece of industrial foam packing material in the corner. I shit in a bucket, when I’m able to get to it, out on the balcony. Piss over the railing into the empty air. I eat here, at the only thing that could be described as furniture, a fold-away noönet terminal that’s at least as old as me. 

I started writing here, too. I’m writing now; look at me go. Your gospel, Makarios, the one you refused so mightily and so well. Yeah, they got me, sir, despite all my resistance or maybe because of it. I’m not as strong as you, basically, or, if I am, then it’s strength of a different order altogether. But all the data I could pull from Stonefish House is here, spilling in a slow cascade across the screen. The vox, the text, the video. Compressed files from your archives, whatever I could pull out of the drives before I left. When it’s dark, I tilt the screen up and watch the flow from the bed in the corner. It’s almost like dreaming, and sometimes, it helps me sleep.

I wake, though, always, to the choice.

“It’s the First Law of the Universe, Den. You’re hungry. You want something to eat?”

There’s a gun on the terminal, a cheap but serviceable Gauss pistol. The guy who sold it to me said that its microscopic slugs exit the barrel at near the speed of sound. There’s a clean line of holes in the wall facing the flooded street, which I put there my first night here, so I know it works. The holes are a lot larger than the slugs that made them, which is alternately horrifying and comforting. I can slide a finger inside each of them. Next to the pistol is the cable that, were I to clip it to the jack in the floor, would connect this terminal to the noönet again, finally. What they used to call a hardline, Gregor. You’d be proud. Or laugh at me. Both, maybe.

The cable, or the pistol. Upload this record of our time together to the noönet, burstcast this apocalyptic fever dream of yours to every greyed-out mind on the planet in the hope it might make a difference, introduce some of their precious novelty into the system. Would that buy us some time, I wonder. A decade, two? Time is no better than these walls, though. Another century, or a millennium, makes no difference; the choice will still be waiting.

The cable. The other thing. 

I feel like I haven’t stopped shaking since I left you, Gregor. My hands spasm constantly, my shirts are patterned in overlapping lagoons of old sweat, I can’t get my eyes to focus properly. There’s hair on the pillow when I wake, brittle and starting to grey. I sweat and stink and shit myself, I scream and whimper in the night, laugh, a maniac, during the day. I’m laughing now.

Piss light through stained curtains falls on my trembling arms as I reach for the future.

 

***

 

It was a garbage assignment, and Wilder knew it. Even greyed out in his personal noönet chatroom as we were, I could tell he knew, and what’s more, he was happy about handing it over to me.

“Den, thanks for coming. Been keeping well? How’s the family?”

“Oh, you know. Shifting, gelling. We’re still getting used to the new members. Tired.”

“I’ll bet. I can’t imagine how you kids do it, honestly. Crèche living.”

“What choice do we have, though.”

“Right. Right. Well, good. Glad to hear things are, well, good. Family. Home’s important.”

“Sure, Ky. Sure. You were saying?”

“Was I? I don’t think I had. But here it is. Okay.”

Three years with New Heretic, two of those under Ky Wilder and I had never seen him this distracted. I could feel my palms begin to itch in response, and a dull ache bloomed softly in my left temple. The close psychic environs of a chatroom could do that, and I’d always been a bit of a sensitive.

“Recall that noise from a few years back, Den.” Not a question, I noted, and waited for the eventual feed of images and data. This was how Wilder liked to assign stories. No foreplay, a sharp turn into the available information, all the better if there was a lot of it. I’d watched the interviews where he would explain his technique. He claimed the sudden immersion was key to eliciting a Certified Fresh take, a burst of color that made a New Heretic story stand out from the rest. Who knew if he was right. Certainly no one in noönet tech or at New Heretic ever challenged him on it, but then, no one really cared by that point. It was all much of a muchness by then, as I think my grandmother might have liked to say, once, though I might have dreamed that.

The noise arrived, and my heart sank a little. Garbage assignment.

“This was, what, eleven years ago.” Wilder’s voice slid into his customary swift drone, a high-pressure, low-volume stream of vague and uneven language, with rafts of hard data riding in on the back. “Arctic Circle, so, okay, Canada, obviously, although I guess that’s not obvious, is it. Could have been Norway, or Russia. Vladivostok, even, wouldn’t that have been a thing. But no, Canada or what used to be Canada, way up there, Echo Bay, little place, but not right there, not in the town itself, lessee, north and east from there a tic. Just a ways out. Big upset at the time, lots of talk, panels. Calls for action. You recall.”

The thing was, I could recall, and did. I was nine at the time, and it made an impression. The archived reports swarmed my consciousness now as Wilder released them, and I could feel, briefly, faintly, the old childhood thrill.

“The Numpty,” he continued. “Was what they called it. What everyone not actually there studying the thing called it. So, there it is, unchanged since ’61. The Numpty hasn’t said boo since, nor shifted size, shape, or semblance. Can’t see it, still, no one can, not until they’re in it, and then, recall, there’s nothing to see once there. Some nominal interest still, in the circles you’d expect to find that interest.” A neon wash of conspiracy sites and hackneyed sensationalist reports, as if sensation counted for anything anymore.

“Nothing to see, hear, feel,” I interrupted, maybe with a trace of awe in my voice. “Do they still send the drones through?”

“Drones, lessee. Yeah. Once a week, multiple exit and entry points. Same as ever on the inside. Rocks and lichen. That small cairn everyone got excited about for a week. Recall, not large, that space. Half a kilometre in diameter if it’s an inch. Oh, here’s a lucky thing. A fox ran into it from the northwest three years back, while they had a drone in there to capture it.”

Cue the video, play it back with that breathless immediacy video has in the noönet. A smudge of umber and white slides across the grey and green of the stone, sniffs at something, half-leaps, paws at something else. Looks up, around. Cute predators make me nervous, and this one, strolling through the Numpty like it’s nothing, like it’s not even there, well. The itch in my palms got worse.

“It can see. Obviously.”

“Yeah. See, smell, shit. Look, there it goes.” 

There it went. The drone camera zoomed in. A cute little fox squeezing out a cute little fox turd in the northwest corner of the Numpty. There it was, steaming away. Zoom-zoom again, and there’s a sliver of bone protruding from the compact mess, and grey tips of mouse hair, too, like the turd is trying to revert to its previous form. A beetle of some kind crawls up from underneath it, antennae sampling the deposit.

“Like that?”

“No? Fuck, Ky. Why would I like that?”

“Everyone liked that one, Den. Come on. Actual wildlife up there? And the cute kind? Nat Geo got v. excited. The meme-shoals glowed for weeks.”

“I have deep filters for those. Doctor’s orders.”

“Missing out, son. Missing out. See, people liked that shitting fox because it humanized the Numpty. Pulled the fangs out of the thing. A person walks across that line and wanders in a void, unsure of something as simple as where to place a foot, but this bastard trots in and makes a deposit? Priceless.”

“It’s still there, though.”

“What, the fox? Or the turd.”

“The Numpty.”

“Yeah. Yeah, no, you’re right. Anyway.”

We watched the animal do its business on repeat for a while. Some wag had added a soundtrack: Swift, from her pathetic surrealist phase. I tried to suppress a shudder at the juxtaposition and failed. The spectacle of pop eating itself is never pretty. Wilder giggled at my discomfort, a sound which, in the noönet, tends to carry unstable echoes.

“This is puerile. Can we move on?”

Wilder grunted. The scene shifted back to barren tundra.

“So. What are the haps. Has something changed?”

“What are the haps, indeed,” Wilder sighed. “There are no haps. At least, not up there. Like I said, the Numpty hasn’t said boo since.” A half dozen sparse infographics and photos drifted into view. Traffic cam footage of an intersection in some industrial park, Katagana on the signage. Japan. Dusk. No, dawn; no one on the streets. A lone figure enters the intersection, stumbles, falls to their knees. They reach out their hands, grope the air. Mouth like a cave. No audio, but I can hear the howl anyway.

“It had a little brother, though,” Wilder breathed.

They give up on their hands in the air, drop them to the pavement. I know that doesn’t help, not really. They’re oriented to their own body, sure, but any sensation from beyond the border of their own skin is gone. In that space, gravity is all you’re left with, and even that fundamental force isn’t much. Their hands flat to the road, but they’d never know it. The anguish on their face is real as they scramble around for purchase.

“How long?” I asked. “Had?”

“Oh, yeah, it’s gone. Li’l Numpty here lasted ninety-three minutes from the moment of discovery here. And it was little, Den, not even as wide as the intersection. Little bubble of nuffin.” Wilder spun the video ahead a minute, two. There was a sudden flare of light and a dark shape blotted the screen for a moment. “Shit! Missed it. Hold on, this is gold.” Darkness, light, street again. Whoever they were, they were still in the road. In the oncoming headlights, the whites of their eyes glowed with fear, and thick whips of saliva arced from their lips as they shook their head. The truck swerved slightly as the driver crossed into the perceptual void.

“Do you hate it when, I dunno, when it seems, like, scripted, almost? Den?” Wilder reversed the video and we watched it again. And again.

“I mean, shit. Look at that. Clean off. Bumper catches the guy just right, right under the jaw. Couple inches to the left and he’d be alive today.” Reverse. Again.

“Instead, pop! That’s what they used to call a line drive. Smacks that stop sign like fate. Look! You can see the thing vibrate with the impact.”

“Can we not. Ky.”

“Yeah, yeah. Sorry. I forget my sensitivity training sometimes.”

Wilder never forgot anything, in my experience. He liked to plan these things ahead; reversing the video to the moment just before the impact was proof enough of that. The look of bright, uncomprehending anguish on the face of the Japanese person shone like a great but awful idea. I knew what that look meant, had read a decent chunk of the research coming out on the Numpty back in the early years of its presence up there in what used to be Canada: they were trapped in their own skull, and it was loud in there. Loud and grey and sharp. My palms were on fire, and the ache in my temples was no longer dull. This was garbage, I knew, and there was more garbage to come.

“If it’s no longer there, why are we talking about it?”

“Right? I mean, who cares about the Numpty anymore? It’s not like it affects anyone, not really. Well, okay, that guy. That’s a given. Truck driver has the serious PTSD, too. And the neurologics people are excited again, obviously. This is their bwick, after all. I guess that’s kind of my point: The Numpty is a human problem. That fox. It’s our brains that go blank in there, our senses that die. So, it’s medical, psychological, another noönet side effect, whatever, but it’s ours...”

“Your point?”

“Didn’t you use to write for Phraxos?”

“I did.” Garbage. “For, like, a season.” I could hear the truck backing up, hydraulics lifting the dumpster. A weird, sly smile slid around the lower half of Wilder’s face, never quite coming to rest on his lips.

“You ever meet the man himself?”

“Makarios, you mean.” Because of course he meant Makarios. The man himself. Who else would get referenced in that way. “Once. At a fundraiser. For half a minute.”

“You’d know him to see him.”

“Fuck, Ky. Everyone on the planet would know him to see him.”

“Sure, but tell me, would he know you?”

“No.” Would that matter to Wilder, though? Also, no. The smile had retreated now and his forehead rippled. Fresh information poured into our field, mostly textual, and a single video of an ancient TED talk: Gregor Makarios as a young man, face like a granite rockslide even then. I could see the beginnings of the fever in his eyes, then realized I was only imagining it, letting hindsight fold it in. Wilder started to drone again.

“You know he’s been missing for a while now. Years, years. After Tusk absorbed Phraxos, Makarios went sideways, railed against multiple targets, the terminal disease of hominid society, he called it. Our disconnect from reality, you know, that old chestnut, full on conspiracy mindjob we’ve seen a thousand times, no news there but check it...” An interview slithered into range, the bits Wilder thought relevant to his point glowing yellow and popping from the page. “He saw the Numpty coming.”

I looked. Read. “Nope. That’s just his style. That’s poetry.”

“I’m sorry, but we’re in the street, the beast roaring down upon us doesn’t jump out at you, Den? C’mon. Heads up, we’ll leave the body politic at speed, ring the stop sign like a bell, that doesn’t resonate at all?”

“Coincidence. It’s not predictive of the little Numpty. It’s just words.”

“Sure, sure.”

I sighed. “That’s not gonna be the tagline, though, is it.”

“Nope.” The smile was back and firmly resident. “Look, Den. I like you for this because, and allow me a moment here, I like you for this because I think you’ll get Makarios. Did you know that Den Secord pieces trigger a three percent uptick in emotional response to New Heretic in noönet subscribers? Did I ever tell you that?”

“No. But you know you don’t have to, I check my response rates.”

“Of course you do, of course, because you’re a goddamn professional and an insightful writer. You get down on it, you dig deep, serve it up with something like soul, it’s v. old school and people respond to that. Three point seven percent if they access you on the oneiric feeds, did you know that?”

“Probably.”

“Your stuff is dream food, son, nightly nourishment for the masses. That’s a compliment, Den. And it’s why I want you to find Gregor Makarios.”

“Do not fucking kid.” Garbage, and this time I said it. “You’re handing me a garbage story, Ky. He’s gone. Scrubbed himself from, shit, everything. Actually vanished. Probably rotting in a hole somewhere and that’s not metaphor.”

“You really believe that?”

“I haven’t believed anything since I was sixteen.”

“Part of your charm, then.” Wilder smirked. Not a good look on a forty-five-year-old man. “You rebel. How do you do it? What’s the secret? C’mon, dish.”

There was nothing to dish and I told him so. Immersion in the noönet worked that way for nine out of ten people. Let your mind paddle around in a planet-wide stew of other people’s consciousness and you’d be bound to pick up some extra flavor, as it were. A mutual exposure to the base structures of faith across all cultures evened the species out. The high-end religious thinkers were quick to say this was thanks to the universality of what they called the “perennial philosophy”, but at the end of the day, the Razor applied best: We’re mimics.

“Monkey see,” I said.

“Huh. Den Secord, Original Thinker.”

“Fuck you, Ky. Den Secord, Not Wired That Way.” Wilder smacked his paws together, half-jumped from his chair. The sudden movement scattered files and infographics through the air.

“Not wired that way. Another reason I want you for this one.” He sat back down as the upset data settled around us like ash. “I’ve spent some time with early Makarios. His essays, talks he gave up at Esalen when it was still there. Redmond, Cupertino. His work with Tusk. The AI stuff. He liked the noönet well enough when it was in beta, but he wasn’t what you’d call an early adopter. Here, check this...”

A GIF began to knit itself into our visual field, then stopped before coming to full resolution. Wilder held up a hand to me. “Mind you, this is a meme. You gonna be all right with this? You wanna call your GP?” That smirk again.

“Jesus, Ky. Just play it.”

Close up on the face of a frog. The GIF pulled back from that to show the frog in a pool of dark, bubbling water, and then pulled back further. The pool was a pot. The pot was slowly boiling. A caption: TFW YOU IN THE NOÖNET. Wilder left it running.

“Makarios posted that to his socials back in ’33.”

“Before my time.”

“Sure, sure. See, what he was trying to say was, well, I guess no one knows this about frogs anymore, all considered, I certainly didn’t, but basically, you could put the things in a—...”

“I know what happens to a slow boiled frog, Ky. I get it.”

“Oh, fine.”

“That GIF is wildly offensive. How did you even find it.”

“Editor’s privilege. New Heretic archives are sordid and fathomless.”

“So, Makarios had doubts.”

“In a culture that was just getting comfortable with what it meant to believe in things and how that worked, yeah. Did it save us? I don’t know. Frogs are gone, climate’s still fucked, I can’t buy a pound of authentic coffee beans for less than three months’ salary, but, y’know, we’re fucking a lot less, so fewer babies?” He shrugged. “Being inside other people made it easier to make the hard choices?”

“You’re just quoting the brochure.”

“So what if I am. The brochure didn’t lie.”

“Makarios posted that thirty-nine years ago. Tell me what you think that has to do with the Numpty.”

“And Li’l Numpty!” Wilder must have voice tagged the video from before, because it popped up again and started playing. “I think he knew what was coming. Why did he stop working with Tusk. Right?”

“Okay.”

“Why did he drop all AI research. He scrubs himself from the noönet. Turns legendary in the process, status up to here, but he doesn’t stick around to enjoy it. Rotting away somewhere? Dead? Maybe. I don’t believe for a second that he wouldn’t leave a record, though. That he’d stop being Makarios. And with Li’l Numpty here...” The video began to loop the impact of car bumper with human jaw, the arc of spinning head ended by stop sign.

“You think he’d have something to say about it.”

“Something interesting.” Impact. “Something that New Heretic should put out there.” Arc. “Something you could get out of him.” Stop.

“If I find him.”

“Take all the time you need, Den. Have fun being a real journalist for a change. Get a little old school. We’re hardly the fifth estate anymore, but a little cosplay is good for the soul, I’m told.” Wilder flicked the tip of a finger through the air near the video to pause it, finally. The deceased Japanese head hung there in the pre-dawn light, screaming still. We gazed at it in silence for ten, maybe twenty seconds. Oil-slick washes of color began to appear at the edges of my vision, the traditional harbingers of a migraine. Wilder coughed.

“Extreme butoh,” he said. “Don’t you think?” I lifted myself from the chair and keyed an exit from the chatroom. The space evaporated around me as I left his office.

“It’s death, Ky. Not dance.”

Wilder shrugged, and smirked again.

 

***

 

I’ve thought about how to present the so-called detective work I performed in the weeks that followed. The problem, here, in this abandoned shitbox apartment, is that the ancient noönet terminal I’m using has no access to, say, the New Heretic ganzfeld chamber I’d normally use to write my stories. That’s not true, technically; there’s always the hardline, Gregor, but we both know why I can’t use that, not yet. I’m forced to dig deep, recall the skills to actually type out my thoughts and recollections, for what they’re worth. To write the story.

I’m forced to so much. That’s all a life is, at the end: a submission to forces, to the outside. Compromise and capitulation. Feints at freedom. The thrill at getting away with something, running the cliff edge. The poetry of the skydive. It’s death, not dance I’d said to Wilder, but I was wrong. Or half-wrong. It’s both. How the story is written depends on who, or what, leads. And as often as not, it’s blood that does. Or at least that was an ancient aphorism they’d presented to us at journalism school. I’ve probably got that wrong.

I was wrong, too, about the boiled frog meme that Gregor had posted way back in the day. That image kept floating to the surface of my awareness as I began the assignment. Do I write about the weeks of leads that went nowhere, interviews with sky-eyed former employees muted by equal parts admiration for the man and NDAs locked down by his legal teams. Do I opt to make you feel, somehow, the exhaustion of useless nights trawling through the benthic muck of the noönet, trying to siphon up nutritious scraps? Do I write about the actual work? No. I wish there was a point to writing about that, but there isn’t. I will tell you about the frog, though. There’s a point to the frog.

The boiling frog is bullshit.

There, done.

But not really. There’s a little more. For one thing, it’s a bad metaphor. Vice presidents used to trot it out to warn about global warming, so, you know, good job, guys, because that clearly worked so well. For another, it’s a metaphor that falls apart when you actually dig up the documentation on the early let’s-boil-a-frog-see-if-it-notices experiments, and I do mean early. Think 19th century, somewhere in the middle. And those were frogs with their brains removed before hitting the pot for some goddamn reason. Fast forward to late in the last century and you’ve got real biologists scoffing, because hey, who knew, frogs won’t sit still for anyone. Put a frog in a pot of boiling water, it jumps out. Put a frog in cold water, it jumps out. Warm water? Out. Tepid water, with a tidy experimental plan to warm the water by a degree every minute? Yeah, that frog is on the counter and making a break for it before ten seconds have passed, so good luck with that.

TFW YOU IN THE NOÖNET

So why did you post that meme, Gregor. If I could dredge up old data on the frog no one could actually boil, certainly you could have. And given your intelligence you would have, you old polymath. So what were you trying to say?

These were the kind of questions that drove the work. What were the things you said, and did you mean them that way? Which of these things did you scrub from electronic existence using the vast powers at your disposal, and which did you let remain? Why? And where did you go, when you were done? With the noönet, with humanity. The planet. Us. Where’d you hop off to, Gregor.

That was the work. I can’t be bothered with writing out the details. If I were building this story in the ganzfeld chamber, I’d lace this part with a blend of sour adrenaline, simulated acetylcholine and serotonin. I’d overlay the late nights with a gumshoe montage of noir intensity. Maybe throw in a couple of needlessly spiteful interactions with the spouses for that verité vibe. Really make you feel that tired ache and boredom, but spike it with a subtle rush of excitement whenever I wrote about a possible clue that would eventually lead exactly nowhere, often within the hour.

I say I can’t be bothered with writing out the details, but I will tell you what I really mean. What I really fear. I think I’ve forgotten how. I fear that I no longer have the skill to do so, and wonder if, in fact, I ever did. So much of my success at New Heretic, at Fossil Lake Monthly, at The Resonator...it was all down to the noönet, in the end. That, and the story tech we all used, tech that spliced my work so seamlessly into the interior, emotional lives of readers. Did I back up my articles and thinkpieces with real, verifiable information? Sure. Sure, I did. Fields of carefully cultivated footnotes stretching off into the buzzing distance at the outer edge of all my stories. I wonder now if that was what really mattered, though. If anyone actually cared to walk out into those fields, to test me. Wilder and other old men like him call what we do journalism, but I wonder how far that goes, what the word used to mean, whether it’s still that thing anymore. Did anyone ever go beyond the feelings I’d frost a story with to get at the real food beneath, the nourishing stuff? A taste test? I’ve never been tested.

Sure as hell picked a fine time to start.

That feeling when you in the noönet.

All right, then. The basics, sans feelings. Insert gumshoe montage here, if you like, if that’s what you’re used to.

Wilder wanted me to find Gregor Makarios, based on a hunch that Makarios might know something about the Li’l Numpty. A hunch based on a line or two of extemporaneous prophetic poetry in an ancient interview and the bullshit boiling frog meme, also ancient. I poked around in the shallows for a while, thinking I’d get lucky, maybe turn up some more recent lead that would take me to the man himself. Makarios had been extremely thorough, sadly. Little shreds of data about him here and there, old addresses, tech conference posters with his name in the guest listing, but nothing substantial, and nothing after ’59, the year he’d disappeared.

I kept coming back to that meme, and those lines of poetry. Not that I felt they meant something grand, in and of themselves, but their dates. Ancient. What else was back there, buried in archival storage? So, I went back.

Insert wash of fresh adrenaline here.

The article I found was from 2017, back when barely-there mountain towns in Cascadia still put out a limited print edition for the elderly. I had thought to track back along the timeline and locate Gregor’s parents. The elder Makarios was not unlike the son: a cipher, with an electronic footprint so scant as to be non-existent. The mother (one Dana Mallory) was a different story, active in fringe environmental groups and a low-key producer of generalized doomsday agit-prop in and around the Bay Area. There had been a divorce not long after Gregor’s birth, and a choppy retreat to the middle of nowhere, which is to say northern Oregon, for unclear reasons. And it was while sifting through area rags that I found her name, Mallory, but in connection with her son, Gregor. Because of course she’d gone back to her maiden name, and it seemed the by-then teenaged Gregor had used it, too, at least for a while.

I’d never even heard of cryptozoology before then. In retrospect, I wish I hadn’t heard of it at all.

 

***

 

There’s a stain on the wall here, in the corner of what I’ll call, for lack of a better term, the living area. Do I damage my credibility further by confessing that the words living area fill me with dread? I live here, it’s an area, enough said, and anyway what credibility. The stain is there, in the southwest corner, tucked up against the ceiling, a dark grey patch of fuzz. Your black mould, Gregor. Hostile in its vagueness. There’s a serious aspect to it, a presence. It doesn’t look like anything, I don’t experience pareidolia when I watch it, and I do watch it, constantly. No. I won’t go so far as to say it has autonomy, but it seems as if it should. It seems like something of theirs.

A former tenant took a hopeful rag to it at some point in the past. You can see the swirls in it where the cloth, soaked in industrial-grade cleaner, passed over it. Only just, though. There was resistance. The stain prevails. I will sometimes imagine that the stain was here before the walls went up. It’s that serious.

When my eyes tire of the phosphor burn from the malfunctioning screen on this terminal, and if I’m strong enough, I’ll watch the stain. I think about your archons, Gregor. I think about the cryptids and rub my left leg reflexively, dig my fingertips into the soft spaces beneath the knee. Push the patella around like a plate. The knee is an impossible joint, notoriously false.

I’ll start to write about them, soon. I know it. Submission to those outside forces demands that I do. This is how they’ve structured things, for me. This room, the corner stain, the Gauss pistol, the cable.

Gregor, you have made a mess of me, I think as I rub my knee. Me knee, me knee. Tech hell! Up horse, in! If I could see with their eyes, would I be able to read that stain, make a decent translation? Would I understand them better, the archons?

Gregor, you have made a mess of me. In every way that’s possible, you’ve done it. I don’t fit anymore, Gregor, and it’s not just the leg, or the things I now know. I imagine, in my sickness, that when this is all said and done, written out by the sweat of my brow, and I connect that hardline, I imagine that when this is finished, and they come to wipe it all clean, that I will remain, a stain, floating here and waiting for the next structure to rise up around me. 

Or the other thing, and I’d leave a stain that way, too.

I imagine this, but, as you often told me, I can’t know with certainty what will happen, what their intentions are. Imagination is all I’ve got.

 

***

 

LOCAL TEEN SEEKS CRYPTID 

A big, hairy mystery is unfolding in a remote community in northern Oregon.

Residents of Watts, a bedroom community on the western edge of Forest Grove, have been reporting strange screams and howls coming from Tillamook State Park – and some think they could be coming from a sasquatch.

Local youth and avid amateur cryptozoologist Greg Mallory said he recently recorded the unusual sounds on his cell phone at night on the backside of Mount Hebron.

“We were on the porch up on the back road and we heard it once, and I didn’t get the recording, and the second time I got the recording,” he said. “That was on the back porch. Very eerie.”

Mallory isn’t the only one who has heard the unsettling howls.

“This summer I’ve heard it three times, I’ve heard it scream three times. But it’s been coming here for years,” said long-time resident Doug Standish.

Whatever has been making the noise is heard primarily at night, and while some have dismissed it as a dog, others say that’s impossible.

“With that volume, absolutely no dog can make that kind of a noise with that volume,” said Millie Craven, who has heard the sounds coming from right outside her home.

Mallory is convinced the calls are from a sasquatch and claims to have encountered the legendary beast last year while tree planting in the Tillamook.

Mallory said he was with fellow planters in camp at dusk, preparing dinner, when out of nowhere, a tree was hurled at the group.

“Pulled the tree right out of the ground, the branches were still on it. I don’t know anything that could literally pull a tree with roots and all,” he said. “I mean, it was a small tree, but you see that little alder growing out there? You try and pull it out, you’re not going to be able to do it.”

Others claim to have physically encountered the creature right in Watts.

“One person that’s seen it, her father lives in Watts, and she came up to visit her dad,” said Mallory. “She went up to the graveyard to pay respects to one of her family, and she saw it standing there at the edge. She turned around and she got out of there right away.”

A more recent sighting occurred when a group of teens were playing soccer near the local Tillamook “big house”, according to Mallory.

He said a large, upright creature moved quickly along the building in just a few strides.

“Big, tall and it moved really fast. Too big to be a human, they said. [The teens] took off right away, they don’t even stay there anymore after dark,” he said. “I went there the morning after and managed to get some decent plaster casts of the tracks it left.”

The sightings have sparked the interest of renowned sasquatch investigator Dermot Huffnagel, who has been looking for evidence proving the creature’s existence for decades.

As for Mallory, he’s always on the watch for the elusive creature. “I like to think that seeing one would be a pretty special moment in my life, so I keep my eyes peeled, and collect as many reports as I can. It bothers me that no one has caught one by now. A real mystery. But it’s out there, somewhere, the world champion of hide and seek. It’s got to mean something.”

 

Accompanying the article was a nice old-school half-toned black and white photo of Gregor, fresh-faced and grinning, hefting a chunk of plaster in his arms. There was the track, looking for all the world like a child’s drawing of a footprint, huge and blocky with evenly spaced and similarly sized toes. 

Slow news day in Watts was my first thought upon finding the article. That, and the clear fact that Dermot Huffnagel was a name upon which I could scarcely improve. Then I recalled that things were different then. People liked this stuff before the noönet. Bigfoot, lake monsters, the chupacabra, Mothman. All of them, small morsels of outer weirdness, kept at a safe distance on the far edge of the public awareness. The high strange. Something to make the banal horror of the everyday bearable. Then we all got into each other’s heads and found weirdness we could be comfortable with. Holy men and psych men had been telling us for centuries that yes, yes, we were all the same beneath the skin, in our heart of hearts, all chillens of the living god or gods, and so it was, so it was.

That’s the feeling when you in the noönet.

Before all that, though. Before all that you had the distracting wars, and the political posturing on whatever issue mattered the least, and the manufactured star systems spinning, sequined, sexual. The rats, racing, racing. And if you weren’t wired that way, if genocide and environmental collapse and social disorder and celebrity fuckfests didn’t float your boat, there was always the fringe stuff. There were the aliens. There was the Bloop. There were reptilians and Mongolian death worms, Men in Black and a serpent in every lake. The fucked-up-if-true facts, the wild and woolly and wondrous. There was always sasquatch.

The young Gregor Makarios had sasquatch, up there in the Cascades. Young Gregor had sasquatch in his backyard and on the brain.

I write this with some significance, because after the noönet came up and the planet got that feeling, reports of the paranormal type all but disappeared from the collective consciousness. Certainly it was no longer even the kind of thing you’d see on a slow news day. Even something legitimately strange, like, say, the Numpty, barely registered as something to worry about, because you could know, instantly, that professionals were on it, watching and learning from it, making their plans, doing their experiments. Did our tolerance for bullshit vanish? I’m not sure. I’m not sure we didn’t trade one type of weirdness for another, turning from the outside to the inside. The sense that the weirdness within our own skulls, verified on the daily by the lived experience of that profound connection with your friends, neighbours, random strangers. Granted, that connection was severely mediated, with all that the word implies, but still. Still, it was enough.

The UFO trackers had faded away. The amateur marine biologists and the armchair cryptozoologists, too. No more monsters, no more monster investigators. Quaint anachronisms all. So long, Dermot Huffnagel and Company. The sasquatch retreated to the depths of the black woods, the mountain the cave the dwindling glacier, leaving nothing for their hunters to hunt. It was the end of a bizarre era in human knowledge gathering.

It’s out there, somewhere, the world champion of hide and seek. It’s got to mean something.

To think that Gregor Makarios—futurist, entrepreneur, visionary, head of Phraxos Development, purveyor of wonders, ex-husband to EDM chanteuse and provocateur Krimes, seemingly permanent resident of the bleeding edge—was once this gullible kid? That alone was a story.

Who else knew this about Makarios, I wondered. Who else knew of his brief, secret career as a teenage sasquatch hunter. Greg Mallory, Cascadian Cryptozoologist. Probably no one. Could he have forgotten this? The look in his eyes in the photograph. The fever and yearning I’d come to know so well, that was there, I wasn’t folding it in from the future. Can a man just drop an obsession, no matter how blinkered and off-putting it is? Can a man forget his first time being written up for the local rag? No more than he can forget his mother, in my experience.

Which meant he left the article to be found. Buried, sure, beneath layered strata of garbage data and mouldering pennysaver platitudes and mountain community calendars, but there it was. There it was.

I knew then that I was on to him. On to something, at any rate. A terrible hunch was growing in me, damp and bristly.

It’s got to mean something.

Finding the last known reported sasquatch sighting was the work of a literal moment. The year was 2059, the same year Gregor Makarios had disappeared. I had a date, some names, a couple inches of column from yet another local rag, a weak collection of clickbaiting social media posts complete with commentary that was equal parts excitable and ignorant, a blurry pic of another kid’s doodle of a footprint embedded in the muck of a bad trail, and a slightly less blurry one of two men in rough outdoor clothing, reflective jackets and thick wool work shirts in unassuming plaids, clearly staged against a backdrop of black woods, a limp line of chain link fencing holding the vegetation in casual check. One of the men was holding a plaster cast of the track while the other pointed off into the distance, presumably in the direction of the incident.

NEW MASSET MEN ENCOUNTER LEGEND read the column headline. New Masset was a town on the northern island of Haida Gwaii, in the far northwestern reaches of the Cascadia bloc. If Gregor had travelled there, would he have talked with these guys? Just three monster-hunting bros shooting the shit? Briefly hopeful of connecting a dot or two, I cross-referenced the names of the men against available records and, sure enough, both had died within the last decade. Such was my luck.

It was a start, though. Not a great one, but a place to go in the real world. Ten minutes later, I had a go-ahead from Wilder and a promise of a budget once he’d run my plans past New Heretic accounting. 

“Don’t expect much, Secord,” he said. “But I’ll do what I can. Jesus, Bigfoot? Seriously?”

“A childhood obsession, yeah.” I briefly debated giving Wilder the run-down on my research, attempt to explain where I was going with this, then thought better of it. Bare bones was what Ky liked, until you had more than bare bones. “From before Makarios was, well, Makarios. Greg Mallory.”

“Mallory? What, he change his name?”

“Mother’s name.”

“Ah. I had a great uncle said he shot at a chupacabra once.”

“Yeah? Did he kill it?”

“Fucked if I know, kid, the guy’s brain was bad cheese from Alzheimer’s as long as I knew him. Anyway, moving on, you go dig around, enjoy the area, I hear it’s nine kinds of gorgeous. And bring me back a story, if you can.”

If I could. Wilder was already a thousand miles away.

And like that, I was off.

 

***

 

The crèche were not happy with my news. Duhren and Ceri grumbled about it but didn’t actually say much, but then, as tertiaries they rarely did. My primaries, Sam and Inga, were responsible for bringing the concerns of the crèche to me personally, and they took that responsibility seriously.

“It’s three thousand kilometres from here, Den,” Sam said that evening over dinner. I’d arrived home a few hours before, announced my travel plans, and retreated to my room to pack. There had been an invite to a chatroom a moment later, hastily deleted, followed by a text from Inga.

sorry about that, talk later? 

She signed it with a kiss emoji. I didn’t mind the passive aggression. They’d need to talk about it without me first, but of course they’d want me to know they were doing it.

“Three thousand, Den. That’s a long way.”

“An hour in the loop up to YVR, Sam. Maybe ninety minutes in the air to Haida Gwaii. I could literally commute.”

“But you won’t, will you,” Inga put in.

“Well, no. No, I won’t be doing that. Best to stay for a bit, get to know the locals, see who knows what. I’ll need my actual feet on the ground at some point.”

Ceri was smiling, and the kids grinned in response. There were times when it seemed they had no eyes for anyone but her. “Our Den, beating bushes for a story. Real bushes, with leaves and everything. It’s too perfect.” 

“It’s just the job, love.”

“Cascadia, Den,” muttered Duhren. “It’s not the bushes getting beaten I’m worried about. All the white supremacist groups migrated there after that...thing. Well, that series of things.”

“Only to the southern zones, man. Oregon, mostly. Their ranches and compounds. My skin won’t be an issue on Haida Gwaii. There’s some indigenous there that are darker than me.”

“And this is for, what, again? Monsters?” Inga, who had sent and deleted the invite earlier. Inga, who did this kind of thing all the time. I’d uploaded my itinerary and goal summary to the crèche the moment they were ready; she, and everyone, knew why I was travelling. I mean, they had the bare bones of it, anyway. Bare bones for all.

“Just tracking down a possible lead. Wilder wants me to find Makarios. This is where the story is taking me, so, gotta go. Inga, it’s all in the summary.”

“Fine, okay, but I like to hear from you, yes? You are barely home these days, and I want to see your eyes when you say it.”

I looked her in the eyes, and in doing so looked them all in their eyes. Looked myself in the eyes, even. We were a crèche and this was how it was.  

That feeling when you in the noönet.

“I won’t be long. It’s for the job. I’ll stay safe.”

Sam grunted. “Not much connectivity up there.” 

“There’s some,” I said. “New Masset. Where I’ll be staying.”

Sam looked pained and pulled his fingers through his beard. “Yeah, I dipped in there for a bit. It’s like a...what did they used to call ’em? A ghost town.” His anxiety was really flaring up. “A ghost town, Den. They’re hardly there.”

“But they are there, Sam. For work and so on. Like me.”

“Can’t imagine what anyone does up there.” Duhren, ever practical. I was glad he spoke up, finally. Ceri took his left hand, folded it into hers.

“Environmental studies. Right, Den?” she said.

“Mostly. Threat assessment. Cultural rehabilitation and historical work also. There have been people there for ten thousand years plus, so it’s not like they’re just going to give up on the place because of a few tsunamis.”

Inga sighed and started clearing the table, while Duhren rounded up the kids for bed. They both kissed me as they passed; Duhren the top of my head, and Inga on the cheek. I felt a flush of misplaced guilt, then a breath of anger. This was my job, after all. I pushed it all down and away, for the sake of peace.

“The dahl was amazing, Inga,” I offered.

“Don’t drown, please.”

“I’ll stay dry. And thanks.”

Only Ceri and Sam remained seated, but it was clear from her posture and closed eyes that she’d taken a call and was currently with a client in a chatroom. Sam cleared his throat, his usual weather warning. I braced myself.

“We’re all worried. We know how you get when you leave.”

“I know.”

Sam sighed and pushed his chair back from the table. In the next second he was beside me. I half-turned in my chair and he took my face in his hands.

“Try not to hurt us again, Den.”

“Jesus, Sam.”

“The crèche is important, Den. You know this. Just...I don’t think Inga could handle it, and the kids...”

“Damn it, Sam, could you not.” He leaned in and placed a kiss on my mouth, let it linger a half-second longer than I was comfortable with. When he was done, I had to resist pulling away from his hands.

“We’ve been over this before and I really don’t think this is the time...”

“Just keep us in the clear, love.” Sam moved to the hallway, turned to me. “All right?”

“In the clear. Sure.”

I sulked at the table for a few minutes. I loved them all, my family. Knew them like I knew myself. The need for constant transparency grated on me, though, and always had. I found that drive strangely perverse. In my darker meditations I would wonder what the point of it was. Why hurt someone if they knew you would? Was it even a hurt if they signed off on it ahead of time.

I will hurt them, though, won’t I, Gregor? Or you will, through me. A profound hurt. The cable, or the pistol. Stains on the wall, either way.

Ceri shook herself and came back to the dining room, ran her small fingers through her hair. Her cheeks were flushed. “Hey,” she said. “What did I miss?”

“Not much. Sam gave me a bit of the talk.”

“Aww, that’s hard. Was the old bear rough on you?”

“No more than usual.” I reached across the table for Ceri’s half-empty wine glass. She didn’t object, so I downed it. “You weren’t gone long.”

“Easy client.”

“Professional service.”

“There’s that, granted. Speaking of!” Ceri bounced from her chair, grabbed my hand. “I could use you for a bit.” She led me off to her room. I was already a little drunk and I hadn’t the heart to say no.

 

***

 

Three thousand kilometres, Sam had said. Three thousand, as if these numbers still meant something. And I, flippant as ever, had countered with an hour. An hour in the loop, as if that had meaning. A dream of distance destroyed in the quiet hum of a pod in a tube: Tusk’s last great arteries across the continent, connecting a series of failing organs. At the stations, you can almost hear the death rattle of empire as the pods slow and shuttle in their locks, before disgorging onto their platforms passengers and freight in gasps of pressurized air.

The station in YVR smelled of burnt ozone, sweat, and garbage. Cooling systems, humans, and humans, respectively. No respect. We’re the ape that scorned everything, laughed at all the warnings. There’s an overlaid scent, too, of cedar and salt brine, but artificial. I didn’t know the difference, honestly, but I recall enjoying it. 

I didn’t know the difference, but I would. I would. These nails have been filthy with rainforest mulch, these hands bloody from red and yellow cedar splinters and aromatic with the tarry sap of the golden spruce, Hadwin’s mutant. My skin has been leathered with actual sea salt, sands sick with microorganisms, ocean rot, and constant rain. I got to know the difference. I became the difference, thanks to you, Gregor. You and your deep dives to the depths of what is, the benthic baseline of the simulation.

In YVR, though, spat from the northern end of the loop to wait for the ship to Haida Gwaii, I didn’t know the difference. Like the rest of my senses, my sense of smell was uneducated, unready. Smell has that hardline to the deep memories. That mine should have been so off didn’t trouble me at the time. Does it now? Again, I am unsure.

The YVR air platforms were carved into the vertical warrens of the North Shore, sticking out like bleached ribs from the mountainsides, helicopters and drones hovered like flies at a carrion feast. There was an amazing view of the shattered glass and steel archipelagos of Old Vancouver that I didn’t really watch as I waited to board. The announcement came, and as I climbed the gangway to the ship my attention was drawn by the gasps of fellow passengers. I followed the line of pointing fingers to the multiple puffs of yellow vapour issuing from the dead black diamonds of a tilted highrise. Harpoon lines vibrated and glistened grey in the light of the setting sun. Something large and vague rolled in the water as seabirds gathered above. A few tongues clicked in disapproval on the gangway as we continued boarding, but it was the sound of uncomprehending privilege and I became used to ignoring that before I could write.

I find it difficult to speak of the trip, even now. Even with what I know. In the south, and SoCal specifically, my experience was necessarily mediated and endlessly urban. Entire populations living on the land but not of the land. I could follow the urban philosophers Kraink and Goebbels here, claim CITY as ultraterrestrial virus overrunning its host, but that seems disingenuous now, doesn’t it, Gregor. Naïve, also.

There are outposts of urbanity in the landscape, but the ones I saw were few, and ragged. Puckered sores in the earth where extensive warrens put up half-kilometre-wide siphons for gas and heat exchange, trade with the surface, rough entertainments once the sun has set. I imagined Elizabethan bear-baiting. Jugglers with axes, gangs of roving clowns, holographic Punch and Judy shows raining sparks from blown emitters lashed to wooden poles.

The waters of the Salish Sea were black and violent, the caps of waves in the thin moonlight like floating teeth seen from above, and I was glad to be on the night flight. Noönet flyover tours of the Pacific Northwest had conveyed the scale of the land to me, but not the emotional impact. The earth heaved up from the water as if trying to get away from something, each treetop like the fractal tip of some fairytale Gaian essence straining for sanctuary in space. Gravity seemed provisional here. An afterthought, grudgingly accommodated at the last minute.

The atmosphere in the ship was filtered, cooled, and probably laced with lithium if the dryness in my mouth was any indication: a necessarily wise choice on the part of the engineers, because I could feel the weight of the air outside like a living thing. It pressed in on the cabin glass, freighted with moisture and hydrocarbons and suffocating intent. With the first lances of heat from the rising sun, all this clear night air would become a dense fog, hiding the surface for hours, days. To walk below was to return to the late Cretaceous, a stumbling, over-heated tour through humidity like a wall of shadows and already tall trees grown monstrous and thick, bark like armour, needles as actual needles, sharp and perfect. It used to rain here, I’d learned. Now the vegetation gamely sequesters what it needs from the soupy air, the ground shifts like porridge. I experienced visions of bodies, small ones, absorbed by walking cedars, silent predatory vines. Leaves like mouths, like black and green funereal wrappings.

I shook myself, and automatically began to think about the contents of my luggage. An old trick, inventory as distraction. The various packs: desiccants and thermokinetics for my gear, coolant gels for the clothes to regulate my temperature. Replacement filters for my respirator. The new boots, the outerwear tweaked for “the savage rainforest”. Those were actual words the distributor used as I completed my order. I told her about the missing, near-mythical rain, and she shrugged, smirked. “No rain, no floods, at least,” she said. But the savage mistforest doesn’t play as well.

How does one play down there, I thought. What terrible games beneath the perpetual fogs, between the trees, limbs and faces black with loam, crimson, perhaps, with blood.

I was blowing my fears out of proportion. Fighting the lithium in the air, just to be perverse, just because. Just for fun? Den Secord, Not Wired That Way. There’s no one dying below me, no grim rituals around gutted firepits. I imagined blood cults and maddened beasts but the reality? Merely the slow grind of survival, as anywhere. The fauna that called this place habitat had long since moved north, following the cooler temperatures, or gone extinct in their literal hundreds of thousands. The ones that moved in from the south were still rearranging the furniture. Modifying, molding. The Humboldt squid and the gopher snake, the fox sparrow and the Anna’s hummingbird. The great white shark. Pine beetles. Certainly no sasquatch, and probably, no Gregor Makarios.

If that is the case, then, I wondered, why was I sitting in an air-conditioned cabin five hundred feet above that hot, needled jungle. A lead? What used to be called a hunch? Because this is what a person did for their career?

The night before, I watched my reflection in Ceri’s eyes and shuddered. I seemed to recede into the dark depths of her pupils as we came. Her climax carried her away into a kind of blankness that I’d noticed before, but not like that. Not that sucking void that threatened to consume me.

Three thousand kilometres. Not far at all.

The farthest I’d ever been.

 

***

 

I spent a week in the town of New Masset before I met Charlie Mack. A fruitless week, full of frustration. The town’s minimal infrastructure is such that I was repeatedly reminded of my dependence on the near-omniscience of a fully integrated noönet mesh. There are archives there, sure, noönet-based and otherwise. The library, the city hall depository, the Environmental Studies research complex. A kind of bare bones social network slash community chat suite where residents hash out their issues and host recall parties. There are even the remains of a paper archive, transferred from Old Masset before that town went under the water. I quickly learned not to confuse Old Masset with the first Masset, abandoned and submerged long before the first Spanish sails appeared on the horizon. 

Much of New Masset is above ground, but the physical archives are housed below. An annex of the library, climate-controlled and awash in the cool red filtered light common to these places, for what it’s worth. Newspapers like old skin beneath plastic film. Laughable magazines. The search system is at least robust; I quickly exhausted the material. Makarios pops up here and there, but only the sort of mentions I’d come to expect: international news, stale press releases, and editorials clutching at pearls in the wake of some new tech he was releasing, or even simply speculating about. I chuckled at some of the wording. People were excitable back in the day. It’s quaint.

Nothing on Gregor Makarios, or Greg Mallory, and the monstrous loves of his youth, though. Nothing from that time period at all.

The noönet current was weak in New Masset, what with the population being so small. Nothing like the full immersive flow of SoCal or the Baja Archipelago, but enough. Enough for residents to know who I was, where I came from, what I was doing. The bare bones of me, anyway. Charlie didn’t really need to have the bartender point me out, but she did. In places like this, they try to hold on to older social conventions. Who knows why.

I watched her doing it, too. The slow lean across the bar, the toss of her sable head in my direction. The bartender’s nod, the pouring of drinks. She picked them both up, moved with patient purpose.

“Here,” she said, and placed the glass next to mine.

“Thanks.”

“You that writer?”

“Den Secord.” I held out my hand. She took it. The skin of her hand a deep, burnished copper. A roughness to her palms.

“Charlie. Charlie Mack. You’re with New Heretic.”

“Yes. For my sins.”

She sat down, turned the stool, leaned back, and crossed short, powerful legs. “We don’t get many writers up here. Or, y’know, people from your neck of the woods.”

The expression startled me and I laughed aloud. Neck of the woods. Antique, but somehow vital. I was legitimately charmed. Charlie laughed, too. Her face was full of punctuation, upper lip a parentheses, pink against the dark burning of her face.

“This been your neck long?” I said. “Of the woods, I mean.” She laughed again. “I got that wrong, didn’t I?”

“Maybe. Yeah, I’ve been here some time. Centuries, if you count the ancestors.”

“Do you?”

“Oh, you know it, Den Secord.” She raised her glass. “To the ancestors.”

We toasted, and she took a long swallow.

“So? What’s the story?”

“Good question. Probably nothing,” I said. “Looking for a guy who went missing a long while back. Was thinking he might have come through here on his way to wherever he is now.”

“Uh huh. This guy, he a cryptozoologist by any chance?”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking. Or used to be one, in any case. Can I ask how you know that?”

“Small town, friend. People talk.”

“Sure.” 

“Soft warm thing like you comes through looking for monsters, people want to know what’s wrong with you.”

I could feel the beginning of a flush beneath my skin. I finished my drink, but it went down half-wrong and I coughed. “Guess I’m not entirely used to that. People, talking.”

“Least not in your neck, no.” Charlie smiled, drank, and like that her hand was on my knee. Briefly, the barest pressure. “Look, if you’re trying to find pugwis or the guys who hunt them, you’re going about it in the wrong way. The archives won’t tell you anything.”

“Pugwis?” 

“It’s always men who go off into the trees to find those people, y’know? Ridiculous. But you have to ask why.”

“Back up, please. Tell me about pugwis.”

“Pugwis. D’sonoqua. See’atko. Matlose.” The words came out of her strange, sluicing over her lips in a slow, guttural flow, her tongue far back in her throat. “The landotter people, basically. All along this coast, we’ve had names for the thing since we arrived.”

“The sasquatch.”

“Oh yeah. Them too.”

“What’s the right way to look for them, then? In this neck of the woods. If I wanted to find them.”

“Do you?”

“I want to find the guy who wants to find them. That’s it. Whether they exist or not makes no difference to me. I think he thinks they do. Might be my only lead, so. What’s the trick, then? Who should I be talking to?”

“You’re talking to her.”

 

***

 

Should I go on about Charlie, now? I’ve described the color and texture of her skin. Indulged in sad MFA analogies in reference to her face, the way her lips and tongue moved as she spoke. Her laconic, lazy replies. Her hand on what would be my good knee. I can imagine it still resting there and not feel it a lie. In a ganzfeld chamber I would speed past all this torrid bleakness, leave you with the certain knowledge of what occurred, flash-cut scenes emotionally top-loaded with promise and provocation, and then move on. Again, though, I’m not in a chamber. I’m here, in the shitbox, on the other side of the experience, having somehow survived, not knowing how I have. Fingers on keys is all I have.

No. There’s zero point to it. Things happen. That’s how they’ve structured this reality. Of that I need to keep reminding myself. I’m complicit, of course, we all are, but still. Zero point.

Sam. Sam, you should have given me more of the talk.

 

***

 

Charlie Mack was a linguist, I learned. We drank a little more, and then left. The perpetual fog lifted with the night and a slim arc of moon sat glowing in the deep blue of the sky. It was almost pathologically dark here, I thought. Potent and primal. There could be cryptids all around, reaching for you, just feet away, their eyes on your back. Fingering your goddamn chakras. You’d never know it. Not until their breath was on your neck. She took me to her place, a toobhome of the standard type, cluttered and cozy, set back in a copse of unhealthy birch. 

Afterwards, I asked her about her name. Charlie Mack, I said, is incredibly racist, isn’t it? A colonizing name?

“Sure enough. I took it deliberately.”

“Jesus. Why?”

“Mostly to piss off the elders, right? And I wrote a thesis on cultural appropriation of the oppressor as revolutionary praxis that turned some heads back in the day, so, I figured, walk the walk. Same reason your people took nigger back. Reparations.”

A fair point and I told her so. Then I asked her what her Haida name was, but she refused to tell me.

“It’s complicated. I could. But I’ve promised not to. I won’t go back to using it until the work is done, so, you know, probably never.”

“And what’s that? Your work.”

“Language reclamation. We’ve modified a chatroom and use it for recall parties but with a very specific remit. WorldBox runs twenty-four seven and all subscribers are vetted before they can enter.”

“Vetted for what?”

“First Nations genetics is the main filter. Ancestry. I don’t necessarily want you, see, I want your great-grandma, and her grandma, and so on back down the line. Then cultural heritage. Which by that point is pretty much the same thing. And a little of your politics. No use going in looking for the old tongue if the current one can’t stop wagging on about, shit, I don’t know. What’s top of mind in the south these days?”

I thought about how oceanic we were. What floated to the top during any given news cycle. Six hours isn’t much to work with but the cycles blur and normalize over a week. That feeling when you in the noönet.

“Um. Well, there’s the emoji cult scandal out of Sacramento right now. You wanna talk about tongues; they’ve started cutting out theirs. Requirement of membership now. The New Reformed Atheists are having a grand old time with that.”

“What, the post-Dawkins bunch? Huh.”

“Yeah, them.”

Charlie shook her head, ran her fingers through her hair from the back of her crown over her face, then shook it all back. Her face appeared as a sliver of moon through black rain and I thought about leaving, going out into the dark again. She smiled.

“See, that’s what I want to avoid with this project. If a potential subscriber to WorldBox has politics that makes that kind of thing interesting to them, well. They’re less useful.”

“So, what, the personal is political now?” 

“Ugh, right? Yes. And language makes reality. I’m diving for deep layers of language and dialect. The sleeping tongues. And that requires a certain softness in the mind. Makes the descent easier. Especially if they sign the dream waiver. Which, y’know, most do.”

“Waiver?”

“Subscribers prefer to use the chatroom on the oneiric feeds? Frees up their waking hours. I actually prefer it; I get better targeting if they’re asleep. It can mess up your actual dreamtime, though, if that’s something you’re into.”

“I just catch up on my shows.”

The language was called Xaayda-Kil, I learned. Haida, if you were a colonizer. Charlie’s own ancestors (the living ones, anyway) weren’t all happy with her work.

“I get resistance all the time. They won’t say it, but there’s a feeling in there when I talk with them about the project. Hard to define. Shame, mostly. A complicity? When a language dies, it dies of neglect.”

“And competition, surely.”

“That, too.”

“What are they like. Your ancestors.”

Charlie squirmed a little at the question. “You mean the living ones? They’re parents, you know. Grandparents. Typical old folks.”

“I don’t, actually, but I get your meaning.”

“The others are...” Charlie’s hands lifted into the air. Her movements became hieratic, almost. “They’re hard to quantify. They’re not like anything. Ghosts, or x-rays. Ancestral consciousness, at least in the noönet, tends to take on agreed-upon or agreeable forms.”

“I’d love to experience it.”

“Hm. Tricky. You want an interview?”

“If they’ll talk, sure.”

“They don’t. Not like you or me. They speak in emotive gestalts, but when they’re exposed to phonemes from the sleeping language they take on an increased solidity? Their frequency is tightened up a bit. Then they can be plied with either/or, one/zero type questions. It’s hard work.”

“Sounds like a rough interview.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“Do you see them? When you’re in there with them?”

“No.”

“Too bad. I’ve never seen a ghost. You had my hopes up there for a second.”

Charlie’s hands had come to a rest in her lap, but they flew up again to cradle my face and she was kissing me, suddenly, more fervently than she had while we’d fucked. My instinct was to pull away, in deference to some residual guilt, but I fought it, allowed her pressured need to banish the flash-cut scenes of the crèche from my mind. At least, as far as that was possible. 

She pushed me back into the couch. Placed her forearm against my forehead and pressed while her mouth moved on mine. She was boring into me, I felt, searching. Finally, she let up and I gasped for breath. Charlie chuckled.

“Sharp boy from the cities wants mystery men and sasquatch and ghost elders.”

“Am I typical? That what you’re saying?”

“The opposite. You want to meet the elders? For real?”

“I said so, didn’t I.”

She jumped up, threw off the blankets. “Get dressed, get out, get some sleep. You stay here and we’ll just tire ourselves out.”

At her door she kissed me again before fading into the darkness of her cabin.

“Meet me at the docks in the morning.”

 

***

 

She had a gap in her right eyebrow. A comma of hairless skin at the beginning of the downward curve of the orbital ridge. Maybe from a childhood scar, or a piercing gone bad. I never asked. When I think of my time with Charlie, I see that gap, and I rest there, I think. It feels like a moment of peace, of reflection on the things I believed I was, the things I thought I knew.

After that pause, Makarios in the flesh, and the sasquatch. Sorry, the archons. The archons in their migraine intensity, the compound, and the Japanese maple. The Salientia Bridge, seething, and the Numpty, spreading. What we did to the bear, Makarios and I. 

After that pause, everything that led me to this room with a keyboard and a gun. So, Charlie, thanks for that, at least. 

 

***

 

I found Charlie at the end of the last pier, wrist deep in an ancient biodiesel outboard that hung precariously off the back of an equally aged Zodiac. I waved. She pulled her hands from the guts of the thing, tossed a blackened wrench into the tool box at her feet.

“Hey there, you. Get any sleep?”

“Sure. All caught up on my shows.”

“Well, good. We’re not going far, but your ass is gonna get a pounding in this thing.” Charlie fitted a plastic cover to the engine, waved at a small mound of rigging and safety orange colored vests. “Grab a PFD and get in.”

“You planning on putting me in the drink or something.”

“No one plans that. C’mon.”

The fumes off the engine smelled of fry oil grease. I was briefly transported to my childhood, a visit to the last ever In-N-Out Burger in Anaheim. This was before they and others like them were all shut down with the new regs. Charlie piloted us out of New Masset harbour and into the Dixon Entrance proper. The fog had not yet settled in for the day, but I could feel the contracts between the rising sun and the humidity being negotiated.

“You ever eat an In-N-Out burger, Charlie?”

“In a what?”

“Never mind.”

She kept us close to the shore as we moved out of the bay and into the inlet proper, then steered to port to keep us close to the shore. The frayed black spear tips of submerged trees began to rise from the water. Contracts completed, the fog began to thicken the air.

“Eventually the council just gave up on clearing the deadwood,” Charlie said. “Made sense to remove everything that went under around the harbour, but otherwise it’s a hassle.”

The drowned trees groped the grey air like skeletal fingers, it seemed to me, and I said so.

“Yeah. The root systems on these old growth stands were never very deep to begin with. Not a lot of topsoil in this biome, so sometimes one of these giants will just come loose from the sea floor, breach the surface like a whale. No warning, no sign. Water’s like glass, then, bam, three hundred feet of deadhead red cedar towering above you and coming down fast.”

“No shit.”

“Lost the mayor that way three years back. His kayak was in splinters when they found it. Not much left of him, either.”

“Jesus!”

“Sure.”

The fingers disappeared in the fog, finally, and the chop beneath the Zodiac’s prow grew more aggressive. Charlie was right about the pounding. Before long everything south of my coccyx was numb and my face began to freeze in a grimace.

“Not too much farther,” Charlie said, and she was right. Before long she steered us into a shallow estuary of reeds like straws piercing upwards through rippling mats of faintly luminous algae. The sound from the prop in the water changed, became glutinous and thick, and a rich tang of brine and iodine wafted over us as the Zodiac slowed.

“Pyrosomes,” Charlie said, waving a hand to the stern, where the cleared water churned with thousands of writhing, severed tubular shapes, like broken cups and lengths of spongy pipe, and a viscous, iridescent sheen. “Look upon my wake, ye mighty.”

“What are they?”

“Kids call them sea dildoes. Because, I mean, damn, look at the thing. It’s basically a plankton colony, they form these gel tubes and graze on smaller organisms. A floating city, consuming all. Anyway, we’re here.”

Charlie brought us in carefully through a denuded shallows to a dusty shoreline of glacial till and crushed oyster shell. Slabs of driftwood piled together where the tide had left them, tangled like dead Pompeian lovers, grey and immobile. A hatchwork of the fallen and drowned, abandoned to the sky. The cove itself was small, barely half a click in length. In the distance, against the light of the steadily warming sun, I saw a dark, ruffled shape worrying at something red pinned between the wood. I pointed to it as we beached the Zodiac.

“Is that what I think it is?”

Charlie nodded as she tied off the craft to a massive chunk of dead wood above the tide line. “Consider yourself lucky. Not many eagles left around here.”

The bird was at its breakfast, beak like a hook into the steaming flesh. I couldn’t tell what, exactly. In the mist, it could have been furred, or scaled, or something else entirely.

“I didn’t know there were still conservation efforts happening,” I said. 

“Oh, there aren’t. Least not officially.” Charlie passed me a small pack. “The eagle makes it hard. Stupid bird.”

“Aren’t they a totem animal for...” I hesitated, unsure of how to proceed.

“For my people? Sure. Which is fine as far as that goes. But there’s the totem, and then there’s the animal itself. And that animal is stupid as they come.”

“Your ideas intrigue me and I wish to subscribe to your feed, Charlie. Explain?”

We sat on the log she’d tied off on to observe. Charlie pulled a small pair of binoculars from her pack and we passed them back and forth as she talked. “Okay, but I’m not making a documentary here. Agreed?”

“Sure.”

“Check out the talons,” she began. “Locking mechanism there. You’d think it would be the talon going into the meat that kills the prey but it’s the shock of impact that does it. Predator like that, that size and weight, dropping down from the sky like a missile? Nothing survives a hit like that. The talons digging in are an afterthought, but! They lock on impact, and only unlock once the eagle has something firm to press against, pry them open again.

“Which is fine, so long as its famously keen eyes aren’t too big for its stomach, and that happens a lot more than people know. It’s gotta eat, it’s got chicks three hundred feet up in a cedar somewhere, of course it’s going to take a risk now and again, but the cost is high if they misjudge. Like, let’s say it spots a salmon from on high and seconds later those talons are in and locked and shit, that fish is bigger than it thought. Heavier. And the dumb bird can’t lift off again. Ever seen an eagle swimming?”

“This is the first eagle I’ve ever seen.”

“And probably your last, sorry to tell you. Well, it’s pathetic. And I’ve seen more swimming eagles than I’d like, plowing away at the water with their wings, some massive coho or spring shining in the depths beneath, dragging it down. They usually drown. Get pulled up in nets all the time.”

“Damn.”

“Don’t even get me started on the way eagles fuck, man. It’s messed up. Seriously stupid bird.”

“Okay, I won’t.” She gave me a wry look. “Don’t get me wrong, I want to ask now. Like, desperately. But...”

“Course of wisdom,” she said as she took back the binoculars. “Speaking of which, let’s hike. The elders await.”

The fog had turned bright in the sun. There’d be no penetration, no stray beams piercing through the grey, but the light was strong enough to give the atmosphere a kind of lambent, internal glow. The sketch of a trail Charlie led me down pulsed with the overhead light. Salal bushes shook anxious green leaves at our shoulders as we passed and everywhere the jaundiced spruce trees swayed, creaking solemnly, though there was no wind to move them. Or at least, no wind that I could perceive. Needles scratched on needles, audible even over my laboured breath. The ancient wood groaned, sighed, hissed. It was like listening to someone talk in their sleep, in a language not your own. Which I suppose it was, after a fashion.

The trail inland wasn’t steep, but I suffered from a lifetime of conditioning by flat, manicured surfaces. Roots rose up through layers of black muck to engage my feet in interesting ways. I swore a few times, and came close to falling more than that. Charlie chuckled. 

“If I tell you there used to be a boardwalk here, will you hate me?” she said after a particularly ugly piece of trail. Mud to just below the knees. Weekends in the Sierra Madre had not prepared me for the savage mistforest.

“Oh, I started hating you long before now.”

“The elders had it dismantled. Discourages tourism.”

“As I’m finding out, yeah.”

“Not much further.”

The old village was, of course, much further. It was long past noon when we arrived at the site. Charlie had to announce it when we did; the place had been given over to the forest to a degree that anyone else would have missed it and walked on through.

We’d entered what might have been a clearing in the past, but new growth was in the process of obscuring all sign that humans had ever lived here. There was the suggestion of a massive wall, still erect, deeper in the trees, and I pointed to this.

“Longhouse,” Charlie said, then raised a hand and swept it in a circle around us, listing off other structures as she passed them, each of them nearly indistinguishable from the moss that covered everything. “Smokehouse. Carving house. I don’t know what that one was. It’s pretty much all post and beam construction.”

“It’s all gone. Gone or going.” I was feeling a kind of shock. “I don’t know what I expected. More than this?”

“This,” she countered, “is what you get when you build with the same stuff that’s around you. Camouflage, then assimilation. You wouldn’t see a lot of this south. Well, maybe not.”

“Give it time.”

“Sure.” Charlie paused, ran a hand across a thick slab of moss that coated a longhouse plank. “Alternatively, it might have already happened in your neck but then how could you tell? Right. I mean if it was perfect.”

“The camouflage, you mean.”

“Sure.”

“But that only happens in the natural world.”

She gave me a long sideways look that I had trouble interpreting. I thought of the fox taking a dump in the Numpty up north, oblivious to the phenomenon. I thought of the almost scathing transparency of my home life, the social universe. TFW you in the noönet. I shook myself, fighting off a chill.

“Are the totems around here?”

Charlie smiled. “Very close indeed. You ready?”

I nodded and she plunged ahead of me into the green. The leaves parted like water for her and I was hard pressed to stay at her back. No trail beneath my feet was paradoxically easier than trail, as the churned mud disappeared and roots were well covered, but of course I couldn’t actually see where I was going, so my progress evened out: I was still slow, and had to call out for her to wait several times. Before long, though, the brush thinned out, and we found ourselves in another clearing.

I’d seen pictures. Anthropological museum-quality pieces on display in Los Angeles and Seattle. Modern work, too, mostly virtual. None of which could have possibly prepared me for the strangeness of the literal originals in this environment.

Charlie stepped forward into the space. Her movements were casual yet reverential somehow, too. She’d place a hand on the weathered smooth face of a carving, and her fingers would crook just a little, cupping the wood or something in the wood before flattening, bringing her warm palm to the surface. When she moved away, she’d let the hand linger behind for half a second, the fingers brushing the fibres in retreat.

 “It’s funny. I don’t get the feeling that I’m looking at masks with these, y’know?”

“Yeah?”

“More like I’m seeing things with the skin off. Clearly. Probably because these were made through removal. Nothing added on to a base, right. The wood was cleared away and here’s this being underneath. There’s an x-ray quality to the work here.”

“You sound like a gallery owner. Museum curator.” 

“I guess I could own that,” I said. “Were we in a museum.”

Charlie laughed at that, tossed her hair over a shoulder and crossed her arms. “What makes you think we’re not?”

“I don’t follow.”

“All the authentic stuff was moved. Like, decades ago. The early ocean risings verged on cataclysmic. No one knew how high the tideline was going to get, or when, and when they did rise what predictions we had were way off. The elders made the call, and any artifacts still extant on the islands were packed up and shipped off to grace the hollow halls of what’s left of academia. Vancouver. Toronto. Seattle and London.”

I looked around me, at the decaying longhouse walls, the weathered poles, all of it merging like mist with the trees and bracken in their deciduous tangle of rot and new growth. Literal originals, I’d been thinking only a few minutes before.

“Well, shit. What is this place, then?”

“An art installation. A museum.” Charlie gave me an appraising look, her eyes growing wider. “You mean to tell me you can’t tell the difference between real wood and the artificial stuff?”

“You’re kidding.” I stepped up to the pole she’d been touching, placed the flat of my palm against the soft, rough surface. The fibres were warm to the touch, heated by the sun. A wet smell of moss and insect husks, of time and process, was in the air. I pressed my hand into the pole, felt the wood give and grip at my fingers simultaneously. If this was fake, it was incredible, and I said as much.

“There’s a decent print foundry back in town,” she said. “Second largest on the coast. Does most of the printing around here for construction and solar and so on. The industrial stuff. The elder council had the originals scanned and these were made, installed.”

“Fake wood.”

“Polymer resin. With a nanomesh coating for repair, and to simulate weathering, odour, texture. Here, watch this...” Charlie removed a multitool from a jacket pocket, pulled out the knife blade. “I can take a decent chunk out of it, even. There.” She gouged at a thick, crescent-shaped eyebrow belonging to one of the creatures on the pole, then handed me the piece of imitation wood. It felt heavy and cool in my hand. “We could come back in a week and never know there’d been any damage done. These things will last forever here, looking exactly as they do now.”

“I know this isn’t my culture, Charlie,” I started, then stopped, unsure of how to proceed. The realization that I didn’t know what I was looking at, that I was losing something in translation, was hitting me hard. “I don’t know. You approached that pole just now with such reverence. And then the knife? Can the sacred be artificial? Are you, like, okay doing that?”

Charlie screwed up her nose and sniffed, narrowed her eyes at me. “What do you know about the sacred, anyway. You think these were ever sacred?”

“I guess?”

“They’re just representations, Den. They’re not the thing in and of itself.” She kicked at the pole with a knobby boot, left an impression there. “Shit. What is? That’s not Wolf I just kicked in the shins. That’s not Raven up top there. Wood or polymer, makes no difference. Only nothing is sacred, I’ve heard.”

Something about her wording irritated me, then. I know what it is now, but at the time I was too flustered by her behaviour to figure it out. She saw my distress and came over to where I was standing, fidgeting. Charlie brought her hands to my shoulders, gripped and pressed there, made brushing motions downward. 

“Calm yourself, man,” she laughed. “Yikes. You’ve got a conservative streak, don’t you?”

“Yeah, a bit,” I admitted.

“Look, don’t get yourself worked up too much. Way I figure it, the originals were no more special than these copies. It’s all just a way to approach something that’s felt on another level, you know? The carvings, the dances, the ritual. We work with what we have, hoping to replicate what we feel as closely as possible.”

“What do you feel?”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. Are you and Wolf here close? Any special fondness for Raven or...who’s that one, there, with the tongue?”

“Frog. And no. I don’t feel much of anything for these stories. Once, maybe? When I was small and my náan would tell me the old stories. But I think that’s everybody. It’s the culture. Making up stories about the world is what we do. You don’t analyze it too much.”

“I guess.”

“I mean, you could analyze it? But that’s for someone else to do. It’s not my job. It’s not relevant.”

It was possibly relevant to me, I realized then. If my gig with New Heretic had an official job description, that might have been part of it. Analysis, but as entertainment. A wind was picking up, hot and dry, but I couldn’t shake a chill that had settled in along my spine. Was I making the classic error of approaching Charlie and her culture through a benign but essentially racist lens? Was I harbouring some unconscious and long outmoded idea of the Noble Savage, physically and spiritually enfolded with her environment? Charlie Mack was a linguist, an archivist, an explorer pushing into a possible future where her people’s language was intact and healthy, growing. It was work, and hard work, too. She didn’t necessarily need to reverence the past to honour it. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d placed the palm of my hand on the pole, on the broad cheek of the Frog carving.

“Aww, Den.” Charlie was looking at me with something like compassion. “Relax. It’s not your problem.”

“Right.” A spear of sunlight split the weakening fog and gleamed for a moment on the fake totem pole. I took my hand away. A splinter came with it and I scratched at the spot where it hung, lightly, from the skin. “Thanks for bringing me here, Charlie.”

“Yeah? You’re welcome, man. Hope it hasn’t been too disappointing.”

“It is what it is? I guess.” 

Charlie stooped to pick up her backpack, swung it over her shoulders in a single, casual motion. “Let’s head back to the longhouse clearing. We can access the recall party there, if you still want to.”

“Sure, but why not here?”

“With these guys looking over our shoulders the whole time? No, thanks.”

“You are a mass of contradictions.”

“Yessir!” She pulled out two finger guns and blasted me. “It’s cultural.” Then she laughed and for the first time since we’d met, Charlie Mack sounded tired. “Come on.”

I followed her back to the structure, leaning into the forest in its deliberate state of inauthentic collapse. It would stay this way always, poised between a functionality it never had and a uselessness that would never arrive. The thought of sitting beneath the damp planks of its 3D-printed roof to commune with the Xaayda-Kil elders made me nervous. Everything in the glade wielded a knife-edge feeling of dislocation, each leaf and stone subtly off and out of true, threatening.

Charlie knelt and rummaged around in her backpack. “You hungry? I brought snacks.” I accepted a bottle of water and a stack of kelp chips wrapped in a thin square of beeswax. Charlie emptied a tube of cashews into her mouth, clapped her hands and settled in. “There’s not much in there, to start. These náans like to keep it simple. Coffee and a chat, basically. Ready?”

I sat down in the moss and tangled grasses, suddenly looking forward to getting back into the noönet. “The dust in the corner and the heavenly firmament? Yeah. After you.”

“Where’s that from?” she asked. I thought about it and with a mild struggle realized I didn’t know. Only that it was something someone had said about the deceptively casual talk of old women in the kitchen. Whether it was something my own mother had said, or an off-hand remark by someone at the crèche, or a phrase I’d absorbed from time in the noönet, I couldn’t recall.

“I honestly don’t know,” I said. “Could be anything. It’s cultural.”

“Well, I like it,” she laughed. “Come on in...”

Charlie had not been kidding. The chatroom features were as bare bones as they come, and the overlay on the environment of the longhouse itself was minimal. Were it not for the soft glow of the personal tags over their left shoulders, I could have fooled myself into thinking the two Xaayda-Kil grandmothers and the young white man were right there with us. We sat down, forming the fourth and fifth points in a rough circle on the ground. Charlie greeted them all in English.

“This is Den Secord. Den, Thelma Kessler, and Justice Ruth. And this is Ray Trace, with the Applied Memetics Lab out of the East Anglia Archipelago.”

“You’re a bit out of your area, Ray.”

“Am I? Charlie’s been doing interesting work and we like to keep tabs on development as it happens. We’ve started modelling some of the Archipelago spaces after it, actually. I log in regularly. Adore the space here, me. Find it relaxing. Connecting.” Either his feed was weak, or Trace was a mumbler, because his voice seemed to float away from his projection and cluster up in the corners of the longhouse. He wasn’t especially interested in what I was there for, so I didn’t press for more. Trace and people like him were everywhere, after all, scouring the meme shoals for that certified fresh.

The two grandmothers were nodding, almost imperceptibly. Thelma, the obviously older of the two, spoke to the room, but in Xaayda-Kil. Soft syllables like a slow tide pulling away from the shore, sound issuing from the back of the throat, her lips barely moving. Charlie answered the same way, then turned to me.

“A picture of your guy?”

I accessed my New Heretic files and placed a full facial scan of Gregor Makarios in the center of the circle. There he spun in the dim, warm space of the longhouse, the shaggy dark head inclining slightly to someone off camera, a smile creeping up through the beard only to snap back to tight lips as the clip repeated. In the background, flashes of light and the muted, tasteful clinking of fine stemware. An award function or some such equally banal thing, and possibly one of the last extant paparazzi clips in existence, dated just a few weeks before Makarios vanished. These details I hurried over, preferring to let the women watch and remember. If there was anything to remember. Their eyes were narrow and dark. Trace dabbed at a small piece of tech in his lap, uninterested.

“He’s missing,” I continued. “Since ’59. My editor thinks I can track him down, god knows why, and I’m with you now because a lead brought me here. When Gregor was a younger man, just a boy, really, he, well...” And just like that, I felt utterly absurd. Heat rose in my neck and cheeks and I stuttered. What the hell was I thinking. Thelma spoke again to Charlie.

“She says you don’t need to feel shame, not here. This isn’t the time or place for it.”

“Huh. What does she mean by that?” I turned to Thelma. “What do you mean by that?” She replied by raising a hand and urging me on. That universal gesture: continue, please. 

“He thought he was a cryptozoologist. A monster hunter.” What did that make me? was my wry thought then. “Back when that kind of thing was popular.”

“Oh yeah, yeah, I know this one!” Trace cut in. “We’ve a serpent skulkin’ about the Archipelago. What’s it called, hold on. Right! The Orwell Worm. Funny, the old names.”

“How nice for you?” 

“Thanks, mate. It’s all a laugh, right.”

“Sure.”

“Did he find one,” Thelma said.

“Find one? You mean, a monster?” They were using English now. Their tone and volume had not changed, but I found myself missing the softer syllables of the Xaayda-Kil tongue.

The other grandmother, Justice, cleared her throat. “A landotter person. Did he find one.” She said something to Charlie in Xaayda-Kil. 

“She wants to know if I’ve told you about landotters.”

“Have you?”

“Yeah, no. And I’d rather not, to be completely fucking honest. For one thing, it’s nasty stuff, and I’m not sure it’s related. Your boy wanted sasquatch.”

“Sure, but—...”

Thelma began to speak, in Xaayda-Kil again. She closed her eyes as the words gently spilled from her mouth in a slow tumble. Charlie, after a moment, began translating.

“All right, guess you’ve triggered story time, Den. Here we go. Let’s see. Okay. A man had the same name as the chief of the landotters and the chief became jealous of him. So they ambushed him one day while he was hunting far from the village and carried him off. When the people realized what had happened, they became afraid, because once the landotter tribe had...marked? Decided on you, or something about you. Anyway, once you had been chosen, they would know your people and hunt them as well.

“The man lived in the ground for some time with the landotter chief and his people, learning. Learning of new things? To be a new thing? He learned their songs. That’s, like, standard. After a while, he was heard singing by another hunter, and the people came and dug him out. Then all of the people went to the landotter burrows, and they smoked the creatures out. One by one they were killed as they came up from the places below. Their chief, who came out last, was white.

“Around about that same time, traders arrived from the south in ships, but there were so many skins that the traders were unable to buy all of them.”

Thelma Kessler went quiet, and after a pause Charlie said, “I guess that’s it? Hold on.” She whispered something to the náan in Xaayda-Kil and received a whisper in return. “Yeah, that’s the story. Capitalist happy ending and all. Sorry about that.”

“No need,” I said. “I don’t see how it applies to Makarios, or me, but I’m curious why she thinks it was important I hear it.”

“Yeah, no, it’s weird. She might be napping, for all we know. Let me ask.” More whispering. “She’s awake. She says that’s the only story about them she knows. She thought you’d need to know about the landotter people, considering.”

“Considering what?” I said to Charlie, and then, irritated at the translating back and forth, and worried that I was missing something, I asked it of Thelma directly. “Considering what, Grandmother?”

The old woman gave me a wry look and her wrinkles deepened in the strange virtual half-light of the chatroom. “Considering your connection to them. Considering that there are landotters outside.”

Ray Trace looked up from his glowing lap. “Say what now? Who’s where?”

“Not here, Ray,” Charlie snapped. “Obviously.”

I couldn’t help glancing behind me, even so, at the darkness moving between the trees, the low fog clutching at their tops. “Well, what does she mean by outside, then?” I asked.

“She means outside outside. The spirit world.”

“Yes,” said the old woman. “On the border between here and there. What did you call them again, Charlie? The conceptual spaces.” She winked at me. “Charlie has always been clever.”

Charlie looked vaguely embarrassed. “I wrote a paper on it. Noönet space as a fastbreed noetic reactor. Don’t worry about it, it was practically a gag...”

“Ah. Could I see them? Are they the ancestors, these landotters?” Both grandmothers shook their heads; Justice held up her pale palms in swift denial and spoke in Xaayda-Kil, swiftly, phonemes tumbling from her lips in a rapid flow. Charlie sighed.

“No, and no, she says.” She clapped her hands to her knees. “Look. This is getting off track. Grandmothers, Den’s friend here. Mr. Makarios.” Charlie pointed at Gregor’s spinning mug. “Any thoughts there? Can you recall him?”

Justice nodded, and leaned in to Thelma, speaking in English. “Didn’t Noakes say he had a famous face book one of his machines?”

“Bill Noakes?” Charlie asked. She turned to me. “He runs transport drones up and down the coast. Work crews, mostly. The occasional lookie-loo. Apocalypse pornographers love it.” She spread her hands like a carnival showman. “Watch the final violation of nature in real time!”

“Can I talk to him?” She nodded and spoke a few words in Xaayda-Kil to the grandmothers. Nodding, their faces peaceful, the old women faded from view. Thelma held up a palm to me in what may have been benediction; I waved back, and immediately felt stupid. Ray Trace left as well, but the Brit preferred a more pyrotechnic exit, a silent shower of static and sparks.

“God, what an asshole,” Charlie huffed.

“Yeah, interesting,” I offered.

“I swear that’s not even him sometimes. He’s fixated on this place, can’t stand to be away for too long, and I’m pretty sure he sends clones in to hold space and report back when he can’t be here in person. Not that I can tell the difference; he’s dumb as a post in any form.”

“Huh.”

“Anyway, screw a Trace, let’s find you a Noakes.” Charlie closed her eyes and started calling around. I took the moment to step outside for some light. The sun was high in the sky, a dirty ball of off-white in clouds like old linen. Frayed ribbons of mist wound their way through the trees, hiding and revealing at the same time. I thought about landotters under the ground, in the trees. Outside.

“Got him,” Charlie said. “Can I show him your guy?”

“Yeah, of course. Is he free to talk?”

Noakes flashcut into view, there in the real fake longhouse, occupying the space made vacant by the grandmothers with his bearded bulk and unsteady towers of surrounding gear. Charlie made introductions. His office, I presumed out loud.

“Cockpit, more like. Excuse the mess. Good to meet you.”

“You as well. Mrs. Ruth said she thinks you might have seen this person?” I brought up the scan again, set it to turning. Noakes narrowed his dark, deep-set eyes.

“Well. Justice said that? Jesus, that bat has a memory. That’s that Makarios person, isn’t it? The futurist?”

“Among other things, yes. You recognize him.”

Noakes grunted and looked away from the scan, to his own unseen screens. Tapping a joystick with the hairy back of his right hand, he reached over to a small keyboard with his left and punched at the keys.

“Yeah, I recognize the guy. More to the point, I flew him somewhere back in...hold on, I’m just bringing the flight data up. Which year was that?” More tapping on the board, then a violent twist of his neck and the sound of Noakes spitting off camera. “Those guys have a lot to answer for, eh?”

“How do you mean?”

“Makarios. Wasn’t he the guy behind that thing in Singapore? And Kuwait? I mean, Jesus Christ.”

Charlie looked at me and shrugged, her eyes wide.

“I think you’re thinking of Aldo Tusk, Mr. Noakes,” I said. “He was Gregor Makarios’s boss at one time.”

“Ah, it’s just Bill. Who can tell those people apart these days anyway? The point three percent. Fuck ’em all, I say.”

“Fuck them all, Bill. Sure. Makarios?”

“Yeah, I flew him. This was back a ways. Lessee, hoo, 2059, 19 May.” There had been no record of this trip in my research, so either it was part of the deep scrubbing Makarios had done on his digital self or he had used false identification. Noakes confirmed the latter.

“Still, it was him. I was just starting out, then. Two barely working machines and a metric shit ton of debt. I was happy to get any work, and he paid up front. Flew him there and brought him back again, which I can tell you wasn’t cheap. After that...” Noakes shrugged.

“Where did he go? With you, I mean. Where’d you fly him, Bill?” He tapped keys again and replaced his own image with a relief map. Colored lines, symbols, and streams of code floated within, interacting with each other, growing brighter or fading entirely. Noakes highlighted one spot, at the head of a fjord.

“Flew him across to the mainland and dropped him here. Picked him up at roughly the same spot when he called.”

“Why there?” As far as I could tell, there was nothing to see at the spot.

“Well, he wanted me to take him up to the old facility but I was like, naw, that’d be irresponsible of me. Understand, I’m a decent enough pilot now, and with the good machines I can afford I’d make the trip these days without hesitation, but at the time I wasn’t up for it. Landing area was way too tight, for one thing. Real overgrown up there.”

“Wait. The old facility?”

Noakes rotated the map and we descended into the satellite detail of the thing. A chaotic cluster of structures appeared, gleaming white in the greens and blacks of the forest.

“That old facility. Don’t ask me what it’s supposed to be. Been there forever, abandoned for at least half as long. He was fine with the hike, this Makarios. Paid up front, remember. Probably knew he couldn’t get the same deal with anyone else.” Noakes turned again to judiciously remove another obstruction from his throat. “Anyway, why you interested in this guy?”

This was the second lead on Gregor’s possible whereabouts and unlike the one that had brought me here, this lead felt real. This lead had witnesses, and new information, attached to it. I jumped on it with an alacrity that surprised everyone there, myself included. 

“I need to get there, Bill. That facility.”

“Okay, sure, and when were you thinking of travel, Mr. Secord?”

“Today. Tomorrow?”

The map vanished and Noakes was back, visibly agitated but laughing. “Tomorrow? Oh well now I would but y’see I’m booked through to lemme check here right next spring I’m booked through to April.”

“You didn’t even look.” It was true. His previously mobile hands were holding his trembling paunch as he settled into an amused chuckle.

“That’s right. Because I’m booked through. To next April. Spah-ring. Such as it is.”

Charlie cut in. “C’mon Bill, you must have something available, it’s only a couple of hours.”

“Jesus, Charlie, you know the route, take him over in your fucking canoe if it’s so important!”

“Zodiac, ya basic racist.” Charlie visibly darkened in the gloom. “It’s fifty clicks across. No.”

Noakes leaned in to me. “See, she doesn’t wanna do it because Hecate Strait is super dangerous for small craft. Shallow, too shallow, in all the worst spots, and deep as fuck everywhere else. Storms five days outta seven. This is why you need a pilot. Unless you can fly a drone, Mr. Secord?”

“I can’t.”

“Well, there ya go then.”

“He barely does anything anyway,” Charlie fumed. “It’s all automatic. Fondles that fucking dildo, mostly.”

“I pilot nine drones at a time, Charlie. Show some respect.”

“Yeah, preprogrammed units. You said it yourself, old man. You can afford the good machines these days so pull the other one.”

While they argued, I accessed my budget with New Heretic accounting. I’d barely touched the thing on the trip north, had spent maybe a thousand and change on the gear I’d need. Maybe I’d maxed it out already, but then again, I knew Wilder could be generous at times, especially if he thought a story might end up being exclusive. I hadn’t actually checked the damn thing before this moment, and couldn’t help letting out a low whistle at the numbers. This was one of those times.

“How much respect would it take to rent a drone and a preset flight, Mr. Noakes? Paid up front?”

 

***

 

Later that night, I got Charlie to tell me about landotters.

“I can’t stop thinking about that story your náan told.”

“She’s something, huh.” Charlie turned to me on the bed, burrowing. “Still gets a kick out of scaring white men.”

“She color blind, then? Because last time I checked in the mirror...”

“I meant the British guy. Ray. But maybe you, too. You know what I mean. SoCal. The archipelagos. Tech people in general.”

“Yeah. I guess I do.” I placed two fingers under her chin, trying to line up our lips for a kiss but she turned away. Suddenly, a chill space opened up between us, and she ceased her burrowing. Rebuffed, I pressed on with my reminiscence. “Their chief, who came out last, was white. Love that commentary. So what about them? Landotters.”

“They’re a cultural artifact. I’ve come to think of them as memetic organisms? In the beginning, which is to say, in the pre-history, the PNW cultures saw them as an aquatic people. Pugwis, they were called, mostly, though there were lots of different names. Same creature, basically. You can track their development through the myth systems of all the nations round here, if you’ve got time.”

“Do we?”

“Nah. Basically, though, they went from fish people serving a chief under the sea, to the embodied spirits of the drowned, roaming the shoreline and the trees. Landotters proper. When they come correct, you can tell what they are: all black eyes, every tooth sharp. Dogs and iron protect against their magic, but not well. You a dog person?”

“Not especially. There’s an ancient PARO at the crèche that’s cat shaped?” Thinking about the crèche in Charlie’s presence smarted a bit. “What kind of magic?”

“Oh, soul stealing, mostly. Or not exactly that. More a removal of the target person from a cycle of rebirth? Into the ground with the landotters the victim goes, to become a landotter themselves.”

“Reincarnation? I had no idea that was a thing up here.”

“It’s not like the stuff from the east. Or all that well-developed. It’s a kidnapping, sort of, but not just from the village. From everything, from the world. A landotter decides it wants you, or recognizes something in you that marks you as theirs, and then it lures you out of the world. You become landotter. You’ll never die, but you’re not alive either. Your body, your shape, is fluid, but your spirit is locked. It’s pretty gross, actually. A terrible fate, much feared.”

“Jesus.”

Charlie laughed. “Speaking of, when white colonizers showed up here with their fresh take on things, the landotter changed again. We’re versatile, we’ll assimilate anything. They were already hiding in the woods, the landotter people, so when Spaniards told tales of apes, monkeys and so on, guess what we ended up with?”

She meant sasquatch, of course, and the revelation must have shown on my face.

“Yeah. So, then the kidnapping became a literal thing and now you’ve got the dsonoqua roaming the trees with her cedar basket, whistling for children to take home and eat. Probably some European fairy tales in there, too.”

“If you go down to the woods today...” I sang, badly. Charlie sat up, punched me in the bicep.

“That’s you, negro. Tomorrow. A black man camping. These are the end times.”

“So racist, Charlie.” I tried to tell her about a summer camp childhood and the gap year I spent tree planting in the Klamath Mountains but before I could get two sentences in she stopped me with her mouth, and afterwards there came a crushing sleep.

 

***

 

The drone Bill Noakes provided was basic but serviceable, with a partially enclosed cockpit, and a full body sling for seating. Space was tight and comfort was not a priority; the upholstery on the seat and harness was worn out and the padding an afterthought. My backpack kept rolling forward into my lumbar spine at every dip or shudder. Charlie had grimaced when she saw the unit, then made a face as she used a sleeve to wipe at a green coating of dead algae on the hull, but ultimately shrugged it off.

“Bill’s a good guy,” she said, scraping the gunk from her clothes. “He wouldn’t knowingly put you in danger.” I didn’t know how to take that, exactly, but as it turned out, she was right. A brief orientation and a consult with the onboard GPS later, and Noakes had me humming across Hecate Strait, promising to check in every quarter hour to make course corrections.

“I’ll be keeping you at a ceiling of three hundred meters. Controls are disabled but try not to touch anything, even so.” Noakes scowled at me. “Just leave it to the computer and me if you know what’s good for you. Radio’s here, and you’ll want this headset on. I’ll call in just before descent. Make sure to pick up when I do.”

The flight was uneventful. Tubes of grey water going beige with silt and sand rolled eastward ahead of me. The sky was a mobile slab of burnished slate, marbled with sunlight and shadow like a cut of old meat gone off. Sickly small birds kept pace with the drone, wailing over the magnetic hum of the engines. The low light, the dull sound, the weak waves of heat from the sea grappling with the coolants in my clothes; all combined to put me in a semi-conscious state. I almost decided on accessing the noönet to share the experience but after a moment thought better of it. I was carrying too much to make a good impression on anyone, let alone Inga and Sam. Duhren. I knew they’d check in if I shared my flight, because like the crèche brochure says, sharing is caring. I wasn’t worried too much about Ceri, but still, with two nights in Charlie’s bed still fresh in my mind, it wasn’t worth the risk. Losing the edge off the little pangs of guilt would take time, I determined. Time to pin myself back, get presentable for the troops in the morning.

I was making an internal list of other metaphors for sorting oneself properly when the radio squawked and Noakes’ voice came floating out of my headset.

“Hey there, Mr Secord. We’ll be touching down in a couple of few, so, y’know, seat belts, tray table, thanks for flying and so on.” The dark bulk of the coastline had only just come into view, I noted. I checked the GPS.

“Bill. I’m going to the facility. The one on the map? We’re nowhere near there yet.”

“Near enough. Didn’t you say you wanted to be dropped off where he was dropped off.”

“No, I wanted the facility. I thought I made that clear.”

Noakes coughed. The pickup was decent enough I could hear soft masses vying for new positions in his throat, and the grinding of his teeth. “Yeah, you probably did. Nevertheless, at this juncture, I will have to disappoint the client, as there’s some weather coming in and I want my unit back here and under a roof before it does.”

“Come on, Bill.”

“Nope. Sorry not sorry. Happy trails.”

“Noakes!” 

I tried to pull him up again, toggled uselessly at switches near and around the radio unit. Nothing. The asshole had signed off with smug finality, and the drone began its descent. Ten minutes later I was entering a long fjord of black rock and blacker water, and ten minutes after that saw me hovering a metre above a slime-soaked beach at the head of the fjord, blue shelves of quake-busted shale rock and driftwood below me. The reek of creosote, evaporating salt water, seaweed, gull shit, and freshly-dead baked crustacean made an almost visible stain on the air. The storage carriage in the back of the drone pinged a warning and seconds later my pack and gear were unceremoniously dumped to the slick ground. I winced at the thud.

“Might wanna disembark,” came Noakes’s voice from the radio again. “Otherwise...” There was another warning ping, this time from the console in front of me. I yelled at him to wait, but he was either ignoring me or more likely had switched the channel to one-way. Hustling and cursing the guy, I unbuckled from the sling and let myself down to the earth.

Hauling my gear up the shale to the trees took a few minutes. The drone lifted off, then hovered at thirty metres for an irritating period of time. I felt mocked, and would have shaken my fist at the machine if I thought Noakes was watching. Finally, the thing shimmied on the spot and then sped away, gaining altitude. 

I checked my pack over, pulling some contents to inspect for damage; there was none. Most importantly, the wayfinder and GPS were functioning. Wondering briefly what sort of weather was coming, I shouldered the pack and moved into the trees.

 

***

 

If there had been a trail in the past, it had long since grown over. I kept to the soft, decaying banks of the stream, and was forever checking against my GPS for where to place my next steps. There was some wisdom in this, as I had enabled the topological overlay, but the constant chipmunking I was forced to do made for a fragmented experience of my surroundings. The coastal forest became layer upon layer of impressions. At times a damp cathedral, the furred and knotted bark of yellow cedars and spruce, red alder and black cottonwoods, all transformed by the fog into dark pillars of rot. The rare spear of sunlight above illuminating a network of dimly glowing black webs surrounded by rotating pinwheel auras of deep green and sickly amber. At others, a cavern, roofed over in a thick thatch of black boughs and creeping mats of needles like mangy fur. Bright circular blades of fungi exited the bark of each tree, fallen or not. They glowed a sickle white and dripped amber fluids onto fiddleheads and ailing cattails.

I knew this was the rainforest in decline. I’d been told as much by decades of environmental reporting. The idea that this trip, this plunge into the consuming green border of the continent, would not have been nearly as simple even twenty years ago, was hard to parse. This trail, such as it was, would not have existed. I had an actual view as I walked, for one thing; I could haul myself atop a rock outcropping or perch at the end of a fallen giant, supporting myself with a hand on a root like rusted undersea cable, and actually see where I was going, so long as the mist was thin. When I dropped to the dirt, my boots would vanish in a soft cloud of agitated particulate. The earth here was desiccate, losing coherence, held together by desperate root systems and networks of industrious moss, insect corpses, abandoned spider silk. When the wind picked up now and then, I could stand still and feel the floor of the forest beneath me breathe; the swaying of the trees above translated into the motion of their roots below the surface.

The sun got low behind me and Noakes’s foretold weather had yet to arrive. Night fell slowly here. Full dark came heralded by long hours of gloom and a thickening of the ever-present mist. My long view grew short and I finally stopped to make camp in the hollow space between two fallen cedars. During my time in the woods, and at Stonefish House, I would often find myself in this space. Burrowing like some parasite into the cleft between two rotting thighs of cedar or Douglas fir, breathing in the damp, pungent aroma of rot. The first time seemed novel, though, and I felt a kind of thrill at the thought of sleeping outside again. That gap year had been a long while back, after all. Who did this anymore? Certainly no one I knew back home. Only the displaced. Refugees. The mad. Though I wasn’t exactly doing this for fun, nevertheless I took a moment to feel my cultural privilege.

“What a time to be alive,” I may have mumbled.

My one-person tent was pneumatic, so I cleared the ground between the trees as best I could with boots and hands, then placed it in the gap, and pressed on the activator flange. The thing farted and flapped for five seconds, a ridiculous sight that I couldn’t help but laugh at, but at the end of the performance I had shelter. Exhausted, I crawled inside and made myself as comfortable as possible. It was a relief to get out of the clothes. Thermokinetics and coolant gels tend to get funky after a few hours’ use, and I was no better in the odour department. Good, too, to pull off the respirator and let the tent fabric do the air scrubbing. Dinner was an afterthought; a protein bar and water that failed to rid me of dry mouth. Lithium in the tent pneumatics, probably. Sleep came quickly.

I woke to birdsong and steaming vegetation. An uncharacteristic bright morning with barely a shred of mist. A baleful red sun shone low through the trees. I drank more water and scarfed a handful of nuts and supplements before collapsing the tent. The thing sucked and wheezed obscenely, folding in on itself; I didn’t find it nearly as funny this time. The daylight seemed to move through the forest like a living thing, simultaneously sinuous and brash. My feet had swollen in the night and getting into the boots proved difficult. Everything else had cooled though, and I sighed with relief as I slipped on my jacket and sealed it at the neck, activating the coolant gels. With the sun already in the sky, I knew it was going to be a hot one, so I set off immediately in hopes of getting some distance logged before the real discomfort began. 

I found the tracks about three hours later.

I had crossed a small streambed of black sand and water turned ochre from the leaf litter runoff when they appeared. I say appeared because that was my first experience of them, of the tracks. I half-turned to look at the trail behind me, to see my impressions in the sand where I’d walked and there they were. A set of footprints, pacing mine, splayed broad, and so deep they seemed to suck in the light. The initial sight was shocking enough that I gasped audibly and half stumbled, half fell to the ground. How had I missed them? That was my first thought. Perhaps the light was at such an angle that the black depths of the tracks, in the black sand as they were, simply merged, becoming undetectable. Then again, I had been concentrating on crossing running water, my attention on my own steps. When I had sufficiently recovered, I slipped off my pack and, shaking with excitement, moved into the streambed for a closer look.

What a strange, fearful thing. An incredible thing. Giants in the earth, walking, walking. Maddening, in a way I had not anticipated during the research. A person can’t know, ahead of the actual moment, how they will react when confronted with something like that. Yes, maddening. I found myself fighting against a dizzy feeling of surrender, of giving in to astonishment. Small wonder, I thought, that the idea of these things caught and held the imagination so well and for so long, if this was its presentation. Many minutes passed before I felt brave enough to actually press a finger into one of the tracks. Doing so sent a shock of weird energy through me, and the feeling of being dislocated, loose in my own skin, abducted outside of myself by my own perceptions, became very strong. 

The tracks themselves. Those damned things. Nine of them, starting with a left foot in the red detritus exiting the brush at the other side of the stream and continuing across. Left, right, left, right, left, right, and so on. Bipedalism at its finest. I estimated the tracks at eighteen inches long, five to six wide, and uniformly broad. The thing had no instep to speak of, no pronounced curve descending from the ball of the foot to the heel. The toes, five of them, were similarly broad and flat, squared off and mostly equal in size, with the big toe only slightly larger than the rest, and the pinky toe only slightly smaller. A child’s drawing of a footprint. I thought of the ancient half-tone photo of Gregor holding up a plaster cast, his eyes gleaming. 

The foot that had made this print had to be more a paddle than anything else. A board, pressed deeply into the fine, black sand. I could put a fist into the deepest part of the impression, right up to the wrist. How had I missed these? I ran a finger above the place where a heel had come down into the sand. There were relief marks there, clearly delineated, as of cracked and callused skin. 

I stepped back, and, working from a memory of the cryptozoology sites I’d skimmed during the early days of hunting for Makarios, I gauged the distance between each print. That was a thing you were supposed to do upon finding these things. Take measurements. That, and plant little brightly colored flags at the heel of each print. I had no flags, but I estimated the space between each of the prints to be four feet, at the least. Stride length I figured at six to seven feet, more than double my own. I noticed, too, that some of the tracks had been left in the streambed, below the running water, and these retained their shape somehow. As I wondered how that could be, the realization hit, and hit hard. 

These tracks were fresh. Very fresh.

It was at this point that I began to feel more than unsteady. My feet were pins beneath me and I hurriedly sat myself down on a boulder at the edge of the stream but the solid rock did little to ground me. I felt unmoored. My mind pulled at its tethers, my heart bucked and skipped. Where was the thing? I thought, and a panic began to rise in my chest. It was only by a supreme effort that I kept myself from leaping up and spinning, scanning the brush. Had it moved on? The stride length indicated purpose and speed. There was no way it had made these tracks behind me, I reasoned. I had heard nothing, no disturbance in the brush, no splash of water. So, it had been ahead of me, and likely even further ahead by now. It had moved on, surely. It had moved on.

Relaxing by degrees, I flashed on my camera, extracted it from a front panel of my jacket. Pictures, of course. Of course I would need to document this. At some point during my travels, I’d somehow cracked the casing, but the camera, once spooled from the tube, seemed undamaged. I held the thin sheet in front of me and began recording, tentatively stepping into the streambed again.

I can’t say when they began to change. The moment doesn’t show in the video, or the pictures, and what does show makes no sense. So intent was I on keeping my footing while recording, I’m not sure even I saw the subtle alterations when they began. They did, though. Technically, it happened right before my eyes. The outlines of the prints became fluid, grains of sand dancing around each other in a kind of Brownian motion, like creamer in coffee. In the dry prints and the ones under the surface, the same protean shifting. The prints filled themselves in, spread themselves wide in places, narrowed in others. My mouth grew suddenly dry as I watched. They were vanishing into another shape, hiding themselves in plain sight. Over the course of three, maybe five minutes, I watched as the evidence (for I had begun to think of the tracks as such, as The Proof!, that same proof imagined by every unlucky soul to come across them for decades) slipped away into the mundane, becoming what might have been the tracks of a bear making its sloppy way across the stream, or, at one moment, even the boot prints of a late Anthropocene human being. Soon, though, even that momentary resemblance faded, and the tracks filled in completely with welling moisture from below, frantic sand, and dead leaf matter, leaving nothing.

There are bear tracks in the film. For a few moments, only. Photos of bear tracks, and then photos of odd linear gouges in the streambed. There are noises, too. My voice, random exclamations and a kind of ecstatic sighing that I have trouble believing came from me. But there it is, or isn’t.

After the streambed, I moved in a kind of daze. Excited, anxious, paranoid, and oddly gleeful. I had seen a remarkable thing! This was the revolving statement in my mind. That, and the words Gregor Makarios was right! Him and every whackjob cryptozoologist before him, by extension. Neither statement makes sense now but at the time they comprised a kind of mental engine that drove me through the bush. I stumbled and tripped and took a thorough thrashing from the forest but noticed none of it. I’m sure if I’d seen myself in a mirror I would have been unrecognisable to myself. I mean that I could feel the brightness behind my eyes. And I made nothing like the distance I had the day before; when I finally collapsed at the spot where I made camp, the GPS showed barely three kilometres from the streambed. It was as if I’d been high, on an infusion of Sky or even one of the older classics, full of wonder and wandering, a floating point of awareness and not much more. The next day, the final push to the facility, would be a brutal one, the device indicated. At least nine kilometres, over much rougher terrain. I tried not to beat myself up too much over it, tried to enjoy the flatulent tent again, and failed at both.

I decided to eat decently that evening, if only to reduce the weight of my pack. I managed to choke down two of the freeze-dried meals. The first played at being some kind of beef protein in a brown sauce with rice, the second was loosely themed on curry and possibly chicken with a root vegetable base. I tried not to think about it too much as they boiled away in their little silver bags atop the camp stove. To distract myself from the grim task of feeding, I made an inventory of my pack and discovered that Charlie Mack had secreted a gift in an interior pocket I’d missed earlier: a fifth of whiskey, maybe three quarters full. There was a note. All I had in the cupboard, enjoy. The Canadian stuff. The nation itself may have dissolved years back, crumbling in the face of the economic firestorm to the south, but they still managed to keep the distillery industry afloat. Priorities. 

“God bless the true north, Charlie,” I toasted. “Strong and free.” The booze certainly took care of the gathering migraine that the industrial curry seemed to be trying to introduce. As darkness fell, I realized I had perhaps taken too much of the drink, though, and compensated with extra gulps of water and a few handfuls of nuts. There was ibuprofen in the pack as well, but I decided to wait things out, see how I was after a night of sleep before going there. Given what was to come in the night, I wish I’d made better choices.

I lay still in the tent, spinning a little from the whiskey, thinking about the tracks. Thinking about Charlie and her grandmothers. What had they seen around me? In me. What had I seen in that streambed earlier. I sat up, too quickly, spots of color speckling the darkness before me. Fishing around in the pack, I laid hands on the camera, then lay back down, unspooling the device from its tube again. The tent glowed in the soft grey light from the screen. I cued up the footage I’d recorded and watched, again and again, as the light faded outside the tent walls. Soon the only illumination was the screen in my hands. 

Sleep claimed me then, but didn’t bother to get a decent grip. I was held on the edge of slumber, passing in and out of consciousness. My body was exhausted, relaxed finally and still, but a combination of rough forest floor litter beneath me and mental agitation around me created an almost hypnagogic state. My psyche seemed on the run, moving through a densely packed colonnade of dark and light shapes. If there was a narration to these visions, it consisted mostly of wordless hissing and bass thumps that would sometimes coalesce into words released from sense. Now and there and quickly, quickly among others, all possessed of a breathless, panicked quality. Asleep, but only just, and prone to fits and starts, I would sit up suddenly, aware but without focus.

It was on maybe the third or fourth of these semi-awakenings that I realized a truth: there was a source for the pseudo-sounds I had been dreaming, and they came from outside the tent. With that thought came an instant clarity and wakefulness.

I wasn’t alone.

 

***

 

Here in the shitbox, I’ve done my best. To be alone, to stay alone. Not diving back into the noönet is a large part of that. Isolating myself physically and mentally. Gregor had that down, after all, the man knew what he was doing and why, and I know now that his reasons for it were sound. To connect is to invite them through, to open up further ways for them. To connect is to die a little sooner.

There’s the cable. And there’s the pistol.

I’ve done my best, but on a very basic level I know it will never be good enough. We opted, as a species, for a remarkable thing, a miraculous bond between us. The pundits and the gurus in the silicon towers of the Southlands are all about evolutionary advancement, the slow but steady grind upwards to airless heights of connectivity, novelty, unity. Singularity. Whatever the fuck that is. How would we even know if such a thing were actually to come to pass? If it hasn’t already.

I think it has. I mean, that’s my guess.

Hello, cable. What’s shaking, pistol. Connect or die. Connect and/or die. Quantum logic, my ass: the illusion of free will. Here, in the shitbox, it’s one or the other. Here, in the Stonefish, it’s the First Law all the way, even unto the end of all things.

“And there shall be a new heavens and a new earth,” Gregor said once, drunk. “I’m quoting scripture, Den,” when I asked him what the hell he was going on about. “Dad was Greek and lapsed Eastern Orthodox, Mom was an expat Brit rave bunny with a fondness for the Surrealists; can you blame me? New everything, kid. The former things will have passed away. And you shall look to the place where the wicked one was and he will not be there.” 

Another guess: is that me, Gregor? Or was it you all along, neck deep in monsters, everything human burned away in the fires of creation. You thought yourself pure id, thought yourself a kid. And then you thought yourself out of the world entire, such as it is. What good did it do you in the end? The same kind of good it will do me? None at all?

So. Alone. Not lonely, though, I feel I should make that point clear. Their presence is all around, for it is as Charlie’s old náan said. There are landotters all around me, and I have been marked. I’m one of theirs. When night falls and the fly-specked glass doors to the balcony reflect my face back to me, I check my teeth for sharpness. I attempt to see if my eyes have gone fully black. Ophthalmologists call it an 8-ball fracture but if my eyes ever get that way, black through and through, black as blick, anyone would be able to tell how very not medical the issue would be. This sick is spiritual.

Here in the shitbox, they don’t have to announce their presence. What would be the point. They’re me, and the fly specks, and the stain on the wall, and these words being prepared, made ready to upload to the world, should I choose that. Ready for the cable. 

Of course, they’re the pistol, too. Theirs, the pistol. Obviously. There’s the pistol. It’s right there, always within reach. Gregor. Gregor, you overreached, and ruined me over.

They don’t have to announce their presence.

 

***

 

They did not announce their presence that night, either. I’ll call the sounds they made unofficial but they were enough to precipitate the next events, which, if Gregor is right, is how they get things done in this world. Subtle pressure, anomalous irritants. Weird coincidence and sexy synchronicity. The original movers and shakers, in the shadows and cracks and the underneath spaces, crawling the bark on the Reverse of the Tree and sliding through the depths. In the dark corners of the earth. In the spaces between the stars.

They didn’t show themselves, but I heard them, felt them, all the same.

I shivered in my tent. The air, always damp, had turned claustrophobic and cold; the frosted halogen beams from my headlamp, when I dared to turn it on, did nothing to dispel the sensation that I was basically a meaty treat in a shrink-wrapped envelope. Mortal fear was only the first layer of the experience, though. There were other layers, heavier, weighted with a kind of ecstatic panic I had never felt before. Later, Gregor would describe it as religious terror. Awe, basically. I argued against that at the time.

They didn’t show themselves, but I could hear them. In the nights previous, there had been wind in the boughs of the spruce and cedar, and an occasional rustling of the undergrowth that marked the passage of a small animal in the dark. Their sound was different. When they moved their sound was as the wind, but a wind layered with a kind of crackling hum or howl. Static, or the interference noise one sometimes detects in the noönet when moving from one environment or level to another. That change in atmospheric pressure that you barely notice. Except with them, I couldn’t not notice, because it was persistent, strong. Coupled with this rushing sound was the noise of their actual feet, or what passed for their feet, those ridiculous paddles, on the ground. A curiously flat sound, dead and sharp and even. A cartoon sound that evoked clown shoes slapping tile. Not appropriate to forest litter, sticks and rich humus under feet built for stealth and careful, swift movement. I had not been in the woods long, could hardly claim to know a thing about how any animal sounded in its own environment, but even I knew there was something off about this. I could place my palms on the floor of the tent and feel the vibrations in the earth with each of their steps, vibrations that didn’t match the sounds. Everything about them was in the wrong register, out of sync. 

My gorge rose with my panic, my spine and limbs stiffening with each passing second until I had to shake myself vigorously to stop myself from vomiting. I felt a profound need to scream but didn’t dare. I couldn’t, not because my voice would bring them down on me, I felt, but that something worse would occur. Being noticed by them was only the first bad thing that could happen. 

That was my intuition at the time. Of course, I had already been noticed; otherwise, why would they be circling my camp? The intuition was such that I knew there were degrees of being noticed by these things. That the slow torture I was being subjected to was not about me at all and more about them figuring out what I was in the first place. The sensation of being scanned was very real, and violating in a way I still can’t articulate properly. The closest phenomena I can compare it to is that moment at a party when you know someone is looking at the back of your head, that psychic sureness, and you turn and there they are, sure enough, they are looking at you, and your eyes lock with them and that awareness beams between you both. That I know you know that I know you were looking feeling. It was like that, only much worse, a flirtation with knives.

They didn’t show themselves, but I could smell them. The walls of the tent did nothing to block the smell. Top notes of sour ozone, bitter almonds, and rotting citrus; a middle range of ferment and oil spill; bottom notes of sewage and something I can only describe as a paradoxically freeze-dried scorched odour. All of this was so intense as to move me beyond the gag reflex into a kind of stunned gasping for clean air.

I mention all these phenomena now as a warning. When it begins, they will have corrected for these sensations that I felt in their presence. Again, if Gregor is right, they may have already, or always have had such corrections available to them and just dropped the act for me. For fun. I imagine there may be moments, places, where they let down their guard, though. Where it won’t matter how they present, and when that happens, if you are there, and noticed, then these things, the smells and the panic, the sounds, these are things you will experience as well.

Here, in the shitbox, where despite my enforced isolation, I still cling to the dogged normality of the world, I feel faintly ridiculous saying these things, writing them down. That, I think, is part of their genius, this cultivated doubt that is their special gift, this inability to take seriously my own objectivity. These things happened. Everything that’s written down here happened to me, and yet there’s a part of me that negates that lived experience. My left knee will tingle and then heat up and before a minute has passed it will burn like a coal in a fire, and still that part of me says hey, could be anything. It’s something they put inside me, this doubt. A firewall, of a kind.

What happened next is hard to write about. “From the greatest of horrors, irony is seldom absent,” Gregor would say later. A random, unexpected thing that changed everything. A small moment I should have survived without incident, but didn’t. In the days with Gregor that followed, he made a big deal of the accident, said it was a pebble in the pond, rippling out and back, creating the pattern of my end. He’d say that it wasn’t an accident at all, that it was a difficult thing that had to happen, that had been conditioned by them in order for us to meet at all, a circumstance laid down at the beginning of time, and I have to give him that. I have to give him at least a part of that, the bastard.

I endured hours of their torment that night. Sleep was out of the question, though I often descended into a drowsy fugue laced with the pallid zing of sour adrenaline. I’d check the time and find it unreliable, my consciousness unable to settle on an hour. Was it four in the morning now? Or still around midnight. I’d check again, and again, each confirmation of the hour before my eyes fleeing my mind the moment I covered my watch. And always the hissing, crackling wind, the agonizing slapstick sound of footfalls in the brush, the necrotic smell.

Finally, the walls of the tent began to show in the dark, a wash of timid yellow. Dawn, and I felt the courage that diurnal critters since the beginning of this fucked up enterprise must have felt. Light meant sight, and sight meant an effective defence, and defence meant food, and escape, and survival into another day. Daylight meant that what you saw was what it was. There was still a presence outside; the smell lingered, and the wind, but now I would see the source, see it for what it was. Knowledge would dispel illusion.

I squirmed painfully from the sleeping bag and hastily, noisily began to pack the few items I’d used in the night. The unzipping of the tent door was a breathtaking moment. An explosion of green and grey and black prismatic color rotating before my eyes, speared through on the horizontal by the russet brown of the fallen cedar I’d slapped the tent down next to. I left the tent, pulling on the tab that would collapse the thing as I did so. It began its farting procedure.

Standing up was painful. There was nothing to be seen except mist and leaves and the grey pillars of the trees fading away into the distance. Their wind still moved the air, though now it was less a thing I could hear, and more an intuition of movement. Knowing it was there to hear, having heard it all night in its maddening intensity, now I had to strain to actually hear it. The awful odour, however, was not reduced in potency at all.

I dragged myself with some difficulty atop the rotting cedar. Chunks of tree flesh half gone to water and moss fell away from my fingers and feet, the thick aroma of decomposing wood, fungus, and acrid beetle leavings nearly overpowering the other odour. The cedar had been huge when it came down, a real colossus, and its decaying bulk rose from the forest floor at least five feet. In the water, this one could have been a contender, a real kayak-killer. I’d spot them from here, I knew it. 

Finally standing on the thing, I may have whooped in small triumph. I know I raised my arms in a short jabbing motion at the sky, for the same reason. I know, because that motion was enough to push the rest of me off balance. My footing on the mouldering tree was not secure; I’d been horizontal and curled up in fear for several hours, and verticality felt foreign, joyous, and ultimately, destabilizing.

I slipped.

That’s it. Nothing more dramatic, or less ridiculous, than that. A slip and a fall. A foot, I don’t know which one, came loose at the heel from the rotting cedar bark, slick with moisture and moss, and shot out into the empty air in front of me. Pinwheeling arms. The whole bipedal thing with gravity, the original downer.

It wasn’t a bad fall, even. My ass came down on the tree and I slid to the ground more than fell. So, call it five feet of slippery descent into the salal and devil’s club and the black rot of the forest floor. That floor is layered, though, and full of hidden things, some of which don’t soften with age and decay. 

I landed, and my left knee exploded as it came down on something hard and sharp. I’m not sure I even made a sound, the shock was so sudden, the pain so complete that it filled the world with multiplying images and blinding whiteness. In seconds, I would black out, but I stayed conscious long enough to register the sight of a fire-blackened tusk of ancient hardwood emerging from above the ruined joint. It wore a band of gleaming white fatty tissue swiftly turning red at its base, and what looked like an abalone shell seemed clutched at the tip by spurs of wood like pincers. My kneecap, or at least a piece of meniscus, was all I could think at the time, if you could even call it thinking.

With that thought, finally, came my howling, a sound that was immediately answered from the fog.

They didn’t show themselves, not even then. But I heard them, their voices this time, for the first time. Theirs is a voice like no other, a howling as of molecules, galaxies, tearing themselves apart in pleasure. The sound of the imaginary changing state. A sound of arrival. Imminence. 

Hearing them, I knew that my knee was the least of my problems, that I would die here, surely, and my corpse set upon by things I could not comprehend for purposes just as unknowable. My terror, in the moment before I blacked out, was ultimate.

I mean, so far as my life had been lived up until that moment. I didn’t know from terror. Not really.

 

***

 

I awoke to movement around me, the sounds of a shuffling pair of what must have been normal, human feet, and the jingle and crush of someone going through my bag. My knee was a white ball of pain and easily half the world. Gasping, I managed to raise myself high enough to see it: the hardwood spur still towered above the joint, the blood gone to steaming black around it. The knee itself was also a ball, swollen to an astonishing size, a livid, purple balloon. Each of my movements generated searing blasts of pain as my flesh and bone tried and failed to accommodate the impaling tusk. Again, I howled, tasting blood. I had bitten through my tongue at some point.

“Oh hey, it’s awake,” I heard a voice murmur in my right ear. I yelped, turning my head as quickly as I could, but the voice retreated behind me. They were on top of the felled cedar, I realized. Looking down on me.

“You’re a mess, son,” the voice said. “You literally cannot be too careful in this place. I mean, the neighbours? Lemme look at that a little closer, whaddaya say, huh?”

A man lowered himself from the tree, to my right. I don’t recall what he wore—a thick woolen sweater, maybe? So dirtied and decorated with twigs and lichen, I couldn’t tell. A cap of some kind?—only that he seemed to share the same roughened, rotting quality of the forest and the bush. He bristled and vibrated, sighed and slouched into position above me. Arms like whipping saplings, chest like a burned out and hollowed log. Hair like crusted lichen, long and plaited, grey and black and green. He wore a respirator below light blue eyes in a nest of wrinkled flesh. He brought those eyes within an inch of the spur where it erupted from my leg and whistled long and low.

“Goddamn! Check it out. I mean, the detail on this! Stunning. Look, you can even see the bigger nerve bundles twitching there at the ends.”

The eyes lifted up to mine. “Sometimes I gotta hand it to ’em, y’know? I mean, it’s amazing work. Only sometimes, mind you. Must hurt like hell. How you doing, anyway? Keeping it together?”

I must have nodded. The man reached a callused hand to my right eye and spread the lids apart, peered deeply into me. The hand smelled of wood smoke and damp loam, the nails black with dirt.

“Yeah, that’s a lie, right there, but I’ll let you have it, because you’re in shock. Fuck knows how much blood you’ve lost.” He rose up, clapped hands to his knees as he did. “And you’re stupid. I can help with the first two things, maybe even fix the knee, if the flesh is willing. As for the latter, that’s your tip, son, and I’ll leave you to it.”

He hopped over me like a gazelle, seeming to step on the air itself, back to the other side of the log. More jingle and crush, and then he was back with a bottle of water and a hypodermic plunger. He brought the bottle to my lips and poured liberally; I caught maybe a quarter of the drink in my mouth. “Here, get more of that into you while I introduce your wretched self to my good friend Morpheus here.” He took the bottle and helped me wrap my hands around it. I drank again as he placed the cool flat disk of the hypo against my neck.

“Getting you out of here should prove interesting,” he said. I think I laughed or moaned at that. Both, likely. He laughed, too, a dry sound in his throat. “Drugs kicking in? All right, well, don’t go anywhere or anything. I’ve gotta go talk to some motherfuckers about travel arrangements.”

I half gasped, half screamed my question at him. The obvious one that I didn’t need an answer for, not really. Maybe it was the morphine, the shock, everything, but I felt mythic suddenly. Scripted, somehow, in that way that all the old stories feel scripted. Did I even speak my question, I wonder now.

“Me? I’m Gregor Makarios.” He made a fist of one hand and chucked me lightly under the chin. “But then, you knew that already, Den. Drink up, drink up, I’ll be right back.”

 

***

 

Makarios didn’t lie, but then, how would I have been able to tell. My perception of time was effectively liquified. He appeared to return, and quickly. His face hovered before mine in a fog of war between my pain and the opiate. I could dimly sense that his arms and hands were working around me. Seconds later I felt a cord or rope cinch itself tight around my ankles, and then another around my arms and chest. He took the bottle from my hands, set it aside. Makarios talked as he worked, his voice getting louder.

“Things are gonna get weird now, boss. Please don’t struggle. You’ll want to. Everything that’s made you you is going to want to fight what’s coming.”

He was raising his voice to provide cover for the sounds growing around us, I realized. They were back: the spectral, chittering wind, the dead stomping. Fear shone from my face, brightening everything. I could see each crack in Gregor’s skin as if it were a slot canyon, glowing in a desert morning.

“But this is not the time for panic,” he breathed. “You’ll know when it’s time for panic. Believe me when I say this is not that moment. So handle your shit, please. There, done.” I hadn’t even felt the remaining cords being tied, but I was as securely trussed as possible.

“Can’t lift you myself, as I’m an old, old man.” He grinned at that. He didn’t look all that old, though if the records were right, he was only in his early sixties. I could almost hear the air quotes around the last part. “Won’t matter if I’ve arranged things right. You ready to go?”

I groaned something in the negative. There was simply no way I could move myself, I felt, let alone be transported. Where was the litter. The heli lift, or the ATV. I was badly broken, tied up, blood and rain-soaked in the lee of a crumbling forest giant, ass deep in black muck. The morphine was really kicking in, too, so much so that I was perilously close to regarding everything happening as a dream. Everything that had ever happened, anywhere. For a sublime moment I returned to the warmth and gentle paranoia of the crèche; I thought of Duhren and Ceri. Sam. Inga and the kids. I thought of Ky and the job, then Charlie Mack calling a bald eagle mean names. This last brought guilt, and a weak smile.

Gregor grinned at that. “Oh yeah, you’re ready. All right, sit up, Den. Let’s have a look at you.” He stood up and straddled me, leaned over my head and shoulders and snaked his whip-thin arms down my back. I was staring at his crotch, noting with interest and not a little alarm that he appeared to have an erection. I felt his fingers grip my shoulder blades like handles and he was hauling me into a sitting position. My legs necessarily bent and there was a distant protest from the mangled knee, but I received it as I would an old piece of news from some place that didn’t matter much anymore.

Then he was behind me, the broad tips of his splayed fingers pressing into my back, palpating my spinal column. I managed a slurred what are you doing which devolved into something guttural and sighing.

“Once more, you’re going to want to let go of yourself. Feel free to piss in your pants, Den, if you haven’t already. It’s about to get weird. I don’t say this to prepare you. There is no preparation for...”

He hit me then. A blow from the flat of his hand, I rationalised later, but at the moment it was as if I’d been struck by a rolling boulder. The force of it was a terrible revelation and my vision went immediately white, white, beyond white. I felt propelled outside of myself, vaguely wondering how my body wasn’t somehow boring into the side of the ravine like a bullet. Accompanying this sensation was the shrieking of their wind and the suggestion of voices, whispering, hooting and snarling all at once. A grinding sound, metal on gravel. 

The whiteness dimmed, slowly, and as it did I began to see that I’d fallen on my side. I couldn’t feel anything of my body; the knee, or the clicking of my eyelids open and shut. I couldn’t tell where any part of me was. I was reduced to a floating point of awareness. TFW you in the noönet, only I wasn’t. Light and shadow played over the green and ochre of my immediate view; Gregor moving about. He was singing something, soft and low, in a language I’d never heard before, and punctuating the song with clicks and pops of his tongue, long hissing glissades. None of that mattered at the moment. I only had eyes for what rested on the moss in front of my face.

It was an acorn cup, or something like it. Forest detritus, no bigger than a thumbnail. The small top piece to a seed, the part fairies in old books would flip over and use as a hat. I recall thinking some little guy lost his hat when it came into focus. And then it was the only thing in my vision. In fact, the only thing in the world.

The cap was filled with blood. I knew it was mine; who else had been bleeding here? There was blood everywhere, but soaked into the wood, the moss, largely already absorbed by the surroundings. This cap, this small pool of crimson, filled my sight. I’d been struck, Gregor had struck me, probably injured me horribly, paralyzing me, and I’d fallen, tipped over. This cap, this drop or two of blood.

Something moved in the blood.

Ripples began to fan out from the centre of the pool, and with each ripple the cap grew larger, pushing its own edges out from the centre. Filling with more blood, more ripples. I can’t describe it very well, sadly, but the rippling urged the boundaries outward, and the cap accommodated that urge, growing in size, which welcomed more ripples from below the surface. Something moved, and pulsed. Rising from depths that had not been there before.

In moments I was gazing across a small pond, a lake. A sea. A sea of blood, thrumming in the green darkness, the ripples on its surface now determined carmine waves that rolled to the golden edges of the shoreline to break in pink foam. At the same time, the cap was still a cap, a fleck of plant tissue. Nothing at all, and yet, this sea. This blood.

My awareness rose above the waves as the thing below rose to the surface. Nothing but humming dark redness before me, stretching in all directions, and the waves now rolling so rapidly that they began to merge into tall crests of red foam and the smell, honey and iron atomized in the air, and like that the inhabitant of the sea broke through the surface in a gout of blood and shadows, the pale bulk of it forming hills and deep, creased valleys that ran with blood cascading from the heights of this new island birthed from below. I was lost in wonder and fear, pinned to the sky. What could live there, I recall thinking. Strange thoughts, as in a dream. What would choose to? What could make a life in such a place.

With the thought came a kind of refinement of my vision. The hills and their crests resolved themselves into the curve of a hip, the muscled planes of a shoulder. The valleys, still flowing with slowly congealing blood going black in the light, revealed themselves as the spaces between arms and legs, tucked tight to a heaving torso. The head rolled and foamed, blood pouring from the mouth and eyes, bubbling from the ear that wasn’t submerged, for the whole being was folded into the fetal position, on its side, and bound, I saw now. Bound with black ropes that pulsed and glistened with a kind of lunar sheen, speckled with mineral flecks. Like stars. A titan, new born and screaming, its flesh glowing with a translucent whiteness, bones shifting like the shadows of machines deep within. Rolling, sloppy gears; gushing pipes and channels; phantom lightnings crackling over the surfaces of tortured cables.

I watched as the being reached out a trembling hand to something that lay before it on the surface of the now calming sea, and immediately felt a paroxysm of discontinuity as my own hand appeared before my face, reaching out for the little cap, tipping it slightly, lifting the finger that now held a dark drop of blood at the tip. 

If there was anything that came after that moment, I was no longer there to experience it.

TWO

STONEFISH HOUSE

 

 

 

I awoke to a cool, dark, windowless room and the sharp tang of some astringent chemical in the air. I was out of my clothes, dressed instead in some kind of long shirt of thin linen. A hospital gown, I realized. There was a half-tube of some stiff, fibrous material over the lower half of my body, and over that a thick beige blanket covered in abstract Xaayda-Kil designs in white and grey. I moved to scratch at my face and immediately noted the dull tug of tubes in my right arm. The itch was thanks to similar tubes in my nostrils, and there were patches adhered to my neck and scalp as well.

These didn’t last long in the face of a mild panic. The machines tastefully recessed in the wall to my right registered their protest as I tore the sensors away.

The room was open to whatever lay beyond; no door in the entryway. Over the shrill digital yelping of the machines, I could hear laughter. Not in the next room, or in a hall if there was one, but from further away. A ghost of laughter, distant but happy.

Gregor, of course.

He told me later that I’d slept for three days, post-surgery. “Gotta love that New Testament resonance,” he said, and when I expressed ignorance of what he could be talking about, he seemed put out. Most of that downtime was thanks to the drugs, and the necessary purge of the nanomaterial in my system, which, with the kind of load I was carrying (for work, for life, really), well, it put my bios into some shock. 

“Yeah, we don’t really do that here?” he drawled in answer to my sleepy indignation at the news. “Noönet stuff. Consider yourself out of the pool, Den. And besides, for the surgery protocols to function properly, all that nano junk from outside in the world had to go. Shit, son, it’s in the food, the grooming products. Tiny cameras in your intestinal tract and no mistake.”

I was to learn that all things gastro were a theme with Gregor Makarios, but at the moment I had deeper concerns.

The laughter drew closer and then he was there, in the doorway. “Oh hey, it’s awake. Again!” He stepped over to the machines and toggled a switch somewhere, the room fell into silence. “Didn’t really need those, but I suffer from a particular condition they used to call commitment to the bit and it just seemed right for the moment. Machines that go ping. Soothing for some. You?”

I couldn’t say anything in reply, the question was so outside of my experience. I’d never been in a hospital before. Ripping the sensors and tubes out might have been an incredibly stupid mistake on my part, but Gregor seemed unconcerned.

“Blank, huh? That’s fine. How are you feeling, Den?”

“Muddy. My head’s thick.” 

“It’ll pass. And your knee?”

“My knee?”

“You don’t recall? Huh. Well, let’s have a look anyway.”

As Gregor moved to pull the blanket away, I felt a sudden terror. “No! Don’t!” My hands shot forward to clutch at the edge of the blanket, gripped the half-shell at the edge of it so firmly I could feel it cut into my palms. Gregor backed up, hands in the air.

“Whoa! Hey now.”

“Sorry, I just...I’d rather not look at it.”

Gregor sat at the edge of the bed, ran a gnarled hand through his hair. He presented as a lot cleaner than what I recalled of him at our first meeting in the woods: crisp tangzhuang suit of some dark green, matte material, cream V-neck T-shirt, bare feet in a pair of rustically styled but clearly expensive sandals. Gregor closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose, spoke.

“Den. I’m glad to see you remember.”

“I do.” I did, but the injury was not the core of the memory. Their sound, and the rushing of their winds as they tracked me, that was the memory. The nauseous gut feeling of being hunted, surrounded, surveilled. Examined and scanned and being brought to the edge of terror again and again, and again. The wretched state of my knee seemed slight in comparison, but I allowed myself to focus on it all the same. For whose benefit I couldn’t know. “I’d just rather not see how fucked I am just now.”

“What a very human thing to say. But yeah, no, okay, I get it. I do. You’ve no reason to trust me, and you’ve just been through a...a thing, Den. Man. I’ll give you that. So, let’s start here, with this.

“You’re fine. Your leg is healed. A place for everything and everything back in its place, all the little disks and strings and chewy bits. You’ll see in a moment. I need you to see, to look at it, but let’s work up to that. Let me tell you about this place first. Oh, and welcome, by the way.

“You’re in one of two medical pods in an abandoned Eidolon R&D facility. Home sweet home. Just me and the critters and a manufactured destiny. There are outbuildings as well, all up and down the ravine, and sweet tunnels joining them all. Tusk loved his secret tunnels. Abandoned, oh, these many years.

“Some of the really interesting AI work was done here, noönet applications, and not a few generations of really nasty nano weaponry. Sentient goo! Malevolent muck with an agenda! Tusk’s greatest hits, you know. I was even here for a few months back in oh, when was that? 2030? Ish? Thereabouts. Strictly for my sins. You know how that is, Den? You’re young, idealistic. I mean, about the work, at least. And you end up under some, and not to put too fine a point on it, Den, but you’re under some fucking monster that sweats and roars and shits all over you? Not just you, though, it’s their whole mode of interaction with the world. You got someone like that over you?”

“Not really? My boss likes to pretend he’s an asshole, sure, but he’s just an old media person.”

“Lucky you. Well, that was Aldo Tusk for me. That was Eidolon. And this place was an Eidolon place. Once you’re up, I’ll give you the nickel tour.”

“The what?”

Gregor pinched the bridge of his nose again, then patted the bed with both hands, palms flat. “Don’t worry about it, Den. I’m old, too. What I mean is I’ll show you around. Not everything, but enough to give you the run of the place. And you will run, if you want to, because, as mentioned, your knee is fine. I got you here in good time, and I had staff on hand to fix you up.”

Staff seemed an odd choice of words and my unease at its use must have shown in my face.

“Doctors, Den. If you like. The finest.”

“And do they know who you are? That you’re here?” I asked. Thinking about Ky Wilder back in his office, even for a moment, reminded me of my reason for being there in the first place. “Wait. How could they not? Can I meet them? Hold up. How do you keep them quiet? You’ve been missing for thirteen years. No one knows what happened to you.” Conspiracies bloomed in my mind, secret cabals of weary tech magnates disappearing from the world but keeping all the benefits, for a price. Suddenly my garbage assignment was transmuting into gold.

Gregor stood up, pressed clenched fists into the small of his back and bent backwards. There were audible pops as he arched his spine. He sighed, and there was a kind of mournfulness to the sound. He moved toward the door, craned his neck out into the space beyond, looking left and right. Then up, gazing intently at the ceiling.

“And you’re here to remedy that, I take it.” 

There was something in his tone. I felt briefly ashamed. Here was a man who had gone to incredible lengths to fade from the mind of the world, and the unknown editor of a fringe SoCal magazine had sent a plucky young writer to track him down, invade his privacy, bring him back into the light. I wasn’t convinced it would destroy him in the process but at the moment, I felt that just being there, in his place, was coming close to doing that. An act of destruction. Gregor watched my face closely as these feelings passed through me.

“There’s a story,” I started. “My editor thought...”

“Your editor! Oh, I like that. That’s fun.”

“Okay? Sure. He sent me after you. Thinks you might have some insight into an anomaly that’s cropping up in—”

“Let me stop you right there, Den. He didn’t send you.”

“But he did?”

“I know it may seem like that. On your level of understanding, of being. But he didn’t. You’ll level up soon enough. I’m curious, so let me ask you. What was your editor going on? For this story of yours?”

I started to tell him about the Numpty, which he remembered, and then the briefly fatal appearance of Li’l Numpty, and Ky’s hunches, the scrap of Gregor’s old poetry that he felt was somehow prophetic. By the time I got to the boiling frog meme, Gregor was smiling and clapping his hands lightly before his heart, like a child about to receive a treat. The sight stopped me short.

“What?” I said.

“You don’t find those clues completely sketchy?”

“What do you mean? Like, the article I dredged up about you and your sasquatch hunting days?”

“Ooh! Do tell.” I sensed that he had no idea what I was talking about or was playing stupid. This would prove to be a hazy borderline state that Makarios felt most at home in. Fine for him, rough for me.

“Did you leave that there on purpose? Hard to believe you’d forget it was out there. I mean, even improperly tagged as it was.”

Gregor pressed the tips of his fingers to his temples, made the universal sign of a mind being blown. “Bwoosh! Gone. You’d be surprised how much a person can forget in a life as long as mine. And I missed one! Neat. What did you end up learning from it?”

“Not much? Enough. I figured, maybe, that you disappeared in order to get back to your teenage obsession.” I told him how I’d searched out the last known sasquatch sighting, about the trip to Haida Gwaii, and Charlie’s help with the ancestral recall session. The moment I’d seen him in the memory shoals of the New Masset elder collective. He pulled up a chair as I did so and sat next to my bed, listening intently. His eyes were bright and his cheeks flushed. When I was done he sighed, then chuckled happily into his chest, his head bowed.

“So. A loose collection of hunches. Long shots. Leaps of faith. Really reaching there, son. And each and every one of these, these gems of improbable guesswork, each one incredibly, impossibly, each one rewarded. And then—” and here he whistled long and low “—each one leads you, almost by the hand, to the next little miracle. Den. Den! No detective is that lucky. And certainly no wet behind the ears SoCal ganzfeld tank guppy journalist. No offense.”

I said I was a little offended, even so.

“You’ll get over it. Time and wounds, right? Speaking of which...”

My head was still thick, my thoughts sludgy, and the conversation thus far had done nothing to ameliorate that feeling. Before I knew his intention, Makarios reached for the blanket and whipped it off in one swift motion. The worst injury I’d ever suffered up to then had been a sprained wrist when I was still in single digits, so I’m not ashamed to say I cringed and shut my eyes. 

The half-tube was transparent with a kind of opalescent sheen to it. The hospital gown I was wearing was necessarily short. My legs leapt into focus.

Gregor had been telling the truth. I was fine. My knee was healed. For a moment, my memory superimposed the last view of the joint over what I was seeing and my whole body went stiff in response. Gregor laughed.

“Like the man said, get up and walk, my son. C’mon and give that bad boy a bend.” I did. And it did. And with that action, Gregor commenced with his nickel tour.

 

***

 

I was surprised to find that, once up and moving, I had considerable energy and almost an urge to move more, to go from a casual stroll to a brisk pace. I pumped my arms, extended my stride beyond normal. Testing the system, the limits. I held back from actually running, but I could have. Run. I wanted to run, but I decided I couldn’t trust the urge, not yet. Turned out that was the course of wisdom. Gregor noticed my energy but gave no signs of concern. If anything, he seemed more confident in the repaired knee than I was learning to be. I wondered, silently, about his doctors time and again as I was shown around.

We left the medical pod and toured the facility. The entire complex—research and recreation pods, dormitories, maintenance facilities—had been built into a large ravine. Above, an underground hot spring exited the rocks and spilled into a waterfall, and the resulting stream coursed through the middle of the ravine. This was trimmed with walking paths of ridiculously white pebbles or gravel, and crossed by a network of printed bridges designed to blend with the environment. Spans of simulated bone and branch, quartz and feldspar, smoked glass. 

It was midday, and the perpetual fog had lifted until it cleared the tops of the tallest trees. The sun was a clean-edged ball of white. Patches of blue flashed on and off through the trees. Vegetation was everywhere, evidence of a once careful garden plan gone to chuckling chaos but still retaining some of the original vision. Ferns like viridian swords reached for the sky; the broad, thick leaves of rhododendrons so dark green as to be almost black cradling blooms of a doubtful plastic pink. Mosses and lichens encrusted most surfaces, moist carpets and profusions of scaled, burnt skin curling in on itself. Wherever there was decay—crumbling stumps and the sloughing bark of old trees—there was life; great phallic mushrooms, pale and glistening, rising from the rotting substrate, or girding the columns of ancient wood in crenelated disks. Soft clouds of spores catching the light. Every color was vibrant, pulsing with life and movement. Rich texture was everywhere in glorious cooperation and contention. The air smelled sweet, I realized, and in the same moment knew that I had never before actually smelled sweet, unscrubbed air. The stuff had layers to it: chlorophylls heating in the sunlight, black and red earth churned below by burrowers and aggressive root systems and creeping mycelial matts, cool water washing rough surfaces of stone and bark in gentle rolls, and beneath it all the tang of a well-balanced, nutritious boreal breakdown.

The compound, Stonefish House itself, was beautiful.

“This is amazing,” I said. “It’s like paradise.”

“Pretty different, huh,” Gregor said. “Nothing like your trip up here. Or further south, I’m guessing.”

“Nothing. Nothing like it.” I took in a deep breath, determined to savour the air while I could, half-suspecting that it could all pass in a moment of inattention. “How, though? How is it like this?”

“Tusk knew some great realtors, I’m guessing. Location, location, location. Right? I mean, that’s what they say.”

“Sure, but I don’t understand. You must have some serious climate tech running here. This is an oasis. Comparatively.” The country I’d come through to arrive here had been a typical late-stage Anthropocene coastal mistforest: uncomfortably hot and steaming, the dominant plant life reduced to prehistoric mega-ferns, horsetails the width of planks, and the monstrous trees, dry and stubborn and ancient.

“Nope. No tech.” Gregor laughed, a short sharp sound. “Well. No artificial climate tech, anyway. The realtors again. Helps to have connections. Helps to have power. Speaking of which, it’s all geothermal here, with a bit of an assist from a vortex turbine further upstream. Helps if you need to stay off the grid. Aldo was very insistent.”

“Tusk. Why was that?” 

He ignored the question, and I recalled the unhappy terms of their separation. The ideological split had been tabloid and industry rag fodder for more news cycles than a presidential assassination which happened around the same time. At least a week of breathless noönet stories. Unprecedented until then, but that was the kind of presence Tusk had in the public consciousness. I shuddered, thankful that we’d moved beyond tech guru worship on that level, and then decided to leave well enough alone; the Aldo Tusk shitshow was old news, and the man himself was long dead. Unlike Gregor, this man who abandoned the world, standing before me, conducting his tour.

“To your left you’ll see the algae frames and the greenhouses. I call that shack there my delicatessen. I print all the protein I need in there, but when that gets dull I like to supplement with foraged meals. Wicked chanterelle patch above the ravine, and there’s a few old Douglas firs round here with insane chicken-of-the-woods growth. Ever tasted chicken-of-the-woods, Den? The laetiporus fungus?”

“Can’t say as I have. Gregor, I’m from SoCal.”

“Right. Well. It doesn’t taste like chicken. At least, not to my palate.” A guiding hand swept out over a swath of leafy emerald foam dotted with soft pinks and deep purples reflecting the sunlight off their dimpled surfaces. “Salmon berries, blackberries. Giant beetles around here, too. Sometimes I’ll get a deer. How are you around guns.”

“Fine? I guess.”

“What’s your diet like, Den? Anything I should know about.”

“Pretty standard, no allergies or anything. Why is Stonefish House off the grid, Gregor?”

“Security, natch. Kind of things Tusk and Eidolon were doing here, well.” He wagged a hand like a paddle in the air, squinted. “For the best, really. Most of the gym is built into the rock wall to your right. Not exactly modern but there’s a pool and steam room above it. All fed by the springs, of course.”

“So I’m cut off here.”

“Yessir, you are. Cut. Off.”

“No noönet. Or...damn. What did they used to call it?”

“A hardline?” Gregor offered.

“Yeah. No hardline?”

“Oh, I have one. Don’t use it much. Don’t worry about it, though. You’ll find everything you could possibly want here. Each year I open my nets for an hour or so and I scrape the seas clean.” Here Gregor made a horrible clawing motion in the air, bringing his fingers close to my face. I may have jumped. “I’ve got a dozen yottabytes of storage. At least. Not that I count them, but you know how it is with the super-rich. You don’t count, because it’s no longer about that.”

I couldn’t take his inclusion of me within the insanely wealthy of the planet as anything other than condescending but decided to leave it alone. I was his guest, after all. There were questions, though, because he certainly wasn’t super-rich anymore.

“Gregor, when you disappeared, everything you had was siphoned off, consumed by years of legal. There isn’t much left of whatever your estate was at the time. You had no protections on any of it. It’s all gone. The state, your creditors, they took it all away.”

“Fine by me. Better that people more invested than I in this fucking world find some use for the stuff. See that outbuilding up there at the end of that path? The next-gen-at-the-time bioconcrete Aldo used for this place went a little squirrelly after everyone left. It’s been like that ever since. Neat, huh.”

The building looked for all the world like a pile of fallen trees painted white, then splashed with lichen. Thick berry-heavy bramble obscured what might have been the roof and much of the west-facing walls. Rhododendrons exploded behind the structure.

“Sure.” The place was falling apart, granted, but I couldn’t let the money go. “It’s got to cost something to run this place. You can’t be entirely self-sufficient.”

He stopped, swung his great bearded head around in exaggerated circles, flung out his arms and pointed to this moss-covered building and that. I followed his index fingers and really saw the place. Bioconcrete domes and spheres and jumbles of cube half gone to the moss and brush. Water features bright with algae, ringed in cages of young alder and bamboo, a satellite dish array bent at a weird angle, nearly rusted through. 

“Can’t I, though?” Gregor said. “Can’t I. It costs to be here. You’ve no idea. I pay and I pay.” He turned to me and placed surprisingly gentle hands on my shoulders. The sun broke through the combined efforts of fog and forest just long enough to light up the white gravel path. I imagined for a moment we stood on the back of an ancient worm, its gnarled hide breaching the loam.

“Den. I’m in hiding for a lot of reasons. One of those reasons is that I can afford to. I can afford all this. And I pay, gladly, because I need to. I need to do this, need to be here.” His hands lifted away from me like saucers, floating. “You, too. Can you afford to be here? Den?”

“Well. I’m here, aren’t I?”

Gregor smiled. “You are, you are indeed. All right then. Tell you what, son. If things turn out the way I think they will, and you find yourself unable to pay for your time here with me, I’ll cover you. How does that sound to you?”

“Fine? I guess.”

“Then you’ll understand me when I tell you that I’m financed by shadow corporations.”

“By the what now?” But he was already walking again, hands flapping like injured birds, pointing, hooking, caressing the air. I followed. I would eventually become somewhat used to the standard Makarios rant, but my first real exposure was disorienting. I began to feel a migraine coming on.

“The Freemasons, Scottish and Egyptian. Black ops groups. Globe-spanning networks of stealth governments. Dark, coke-fueled cabals of Hollywood producers keen to profit from the research. There’s a ganzfeld reactor in there, you know. Beats your E-Z Bake chambers all to hell.”

“Shit! An entire reactor? Does it work?”

“Why, you need to write the next John Chthonic bestseller?”

“No, but it would make the article for New Heretic a literal snap. Tell me it’s functional.”

“I wish I could, Den. It was an Eidolon prototype, understand. After it ate a test pilot, the forensic techs had to gut the thing. Also, it’s haunted? The pilot again. So, yeah...” He shrugged, like it was the most normal thing in the world. 

“Yessir, costly stuff! Over there we’ve got the cooling chambers for the mainframes that built Deep Trevor and Sophia Mars. Wells a hundred meters deep, straight down into the very living rock! Nothing but the best for our AI overlords, remember? Ah, bless ’em, may their shades find peace. Half empty now, of course.

“Money flows to me from the bottomless coffers of fully authorized protectors of the status quo. The golden children! Anti-commanders of terrible reverse-universe military-industrial mega-complexes have me on their grim payroll. I am funded by the spare change that falls randomly into our world from the treasure-choked wallets of enlightened Tibetan Masters as they pass through adjacent bardos on their way to Nirvana. When the wealthy die, a portion of that which they can’t take with them is siphoned discreetly into myriad Swiss accounts in my name, as per my eternally binding contract with Satan himself. 

“I skim a little off the top of everything, Den. I can afford this place. I can pay. And I do. You’ll see.”

I would learn to deal with the verbal spew in time, but now I was exhausted, and the migraine aura blossomed around me like a chrysanthemum made of pain. The jumpy energy I’d felt at the start of the tour had fled, and I found myself dragging my feet along the path. “I get it, Gregor.”

“Do you, do you, do you true. I wonder about that. But okay.” He clapped me on the shoulder again, directed me to an arched doorway in a low, squat building. “And you know what, even if you don’t, you will, and soon enough. Here. Let me show you a thing.”

 

***

 

The interior was dim, with recessed lighting in the ceiling and glowing strips in the floor. Easily half of these were burnt out and what was left flared every few seconds, then faded to almost nothing. The air was heavy and damp, rank with odours of salt brine and vegetation gone to rot. With my oncoming headache, I found it a heady mix and my gorge begin to rise. Gregor noticed.

“Yeah, let’s leave those doors open.” He shoved first one, and then the other, deep into the forest detritus that littered the doorway. One of them stayed stuck, but the other began to close; Gregor darted outside and returned with a lichen-crusted rock which he dropped carelessly in the door’s path. “Apologies for the funk. I don’t air this place out much.” Satisfied that the doors would stay open, he walked past me into the gloom to jab at a panel of switches on a wall. More lights came up, but the improvement to the vision was minimal.

“Come and meet the tenants.”

The center of the room Gregor led me to was dominated by a low, squat enclosure of bioconcrete. The salty tidepool ambience was wafting from this and with good reason; it wasn’t so much an aquarium as an actual tidepool. Dense clusters of barnacle-encrusted stone dotted the surface of the filmy water, which rippled in a listless way when a humming jet pumped a minimal current into the tank. If there were filters, they couldn’t all be in use. The place was rank.

“I wasn’t involved with this part of the operation when I worked here. Fuck knows what they were doing with the things, but Tusk sure had a lot flown in. I’d like to think it was for humanitarian reasons, toxicology research, better antivenoms and so on, but knowing him? Only seven of the things left, now.”

I didn’t see anything moving in the tank and said so.

“Well, you wouldn’t. They don’t like to move if they can help it.” Gregor fumbled in one of his pockets, withdrew a small penlight. Shining the beam into the water, he picked out a rust-colored rock. “There’s one.” Then another, flatter rock. That one was more a grey-green, with strands of sickly algae stuck to it that swayed a bit in the slight current of the tank’s circulation system. “And there’s her buddy. Can’t find the others but they’re in there. This here’s your basic stonefish. Den Secord, meet Syanceia verrucosa. Let’s have a look at this big bitch here.”

Gregor slipped on a pair of heavy industrial rubber gloves that were folded over the rim of the tank. Plunging his hands into the water, he worked his fingers into the sand below the rusty rock and hauled it out of the tank. There was an eye somewhere in there that caught the light.

“Fuck. You’re going to kill it?”

Gregor laughed, walking the thing over to a wretched table half-covered in black mould. This place had clearly not been used in years. “We should be so lucky.” He dumped his prize on this with no ceremony. “No, the stonefish can survive for up to a day out of the water. Most of its human victims aren’t even wading in the shallows when they meet one.”

I had a concern when Gregor used that word. Victims.

“Oh, you don’t know? Well. All right. So, let’s just get something under one of the dorsal spines...um. Hold on.” Gregor had been about to grab the spine with his hands. “These gloves are tough but I think maybe...” He disappeared beneath the table and came back up with a battered toolbox. “Yeah. Better.”

He worked a screwdriver beneath what for all I could tell was just a chunk of rock. Understand that by this point I’d seen the eye of the fish, looking at me with something I imagined was reproach, and I’d heard Gregor reference it as a fish, and of course he’d pulled it out of an artificial marine environment. It looked like a rock, though. Completely. A stone, if I’m going to edge toward the correct term. 

Then Gregor pressed down on the handle of the screwdriver and a part of that stone detached and extended upward at an angle, slowly revealing a thin, yellowish spine of bone or cartilage. The stonefish eye showed itself again, too, clear and dark in the centre, growing wider and rotating in offense or excitement. A thin line at the base of the creature appeared. The mouth, wide across what was obviously the head or at least the front of the thing and extending nearly halfway down the length of the body. 

Gregor selected and pressed on a foul-smelling bump on the fish’s skin. “It’s covered in these tubercles. Instead of scales.” A milky fluid welled up from the tubercle and spread out over the fish. “And it’s a moulter. New skins for old. This ganky seminal stuff is fertilizer. Get a whiff of that? Nice. Attracts the microscopic plants and corals and what have you, so they’ll settle down and colonize the fucker. She’s shaped like a rock, tough like a rock, why not look like a rock while it’s at its business.”

I had to ask. “What business is that?”

“Getting to that. First, though, the spines along the dorsal ridge.” Once again, Gregor bent below the table and came back up with another box. From this he withdrew a case of glass vials, hypodermic needles and a block of black foam. The block was stained with a whitish, crusty substance that flaked away where it was touched.

“Revolting, I know,” Gregor sighed. “Reminds a man of the tube socks best left beneath his teenage bed, stiff and fragrant with use, if you get my meaning.” Bracing the stonefish by its squat, barely-there tail, he brought the foam block down upon the lead spine, which slipped inside the material with no resistance.

“Imagine that’s your foot, Den.” Gregor grinned, teeth flashing. “You’re on holiday. New Zealand, or maybe Goa. You like to dance, Den? Never mind. Maybe you’re holidaying here, even; this girl and her friends have moved into the north Pacific in record numbers over the last couple decades. Anyway, there you are, lazy vay-cay times, and you thought you’d go for a wade. No risk there, right?”

“If you say so.”

“Hell, you’re wearing something on your feet, even. Something sturdy. Nice pair of decent sandals with the rubberized soles. Could be actual hiking boots for all this thing will care.” He pressed down on the foam block and the tip of the spine appeared from the top, between his gloved hands. “Slips right in. It’s like a butterfly needle, thin and strong. You barely feel that part, this is all happening in less than a second, understand. Swish, up it goes, deep into your foot! Soon as pressure is applied to the venom sacs on either side of the spine, like this—”

Gregor gave the block a final push down. The stonefish squirmed a little beneath the pressure and a clear liquid shot into the air. Catching what little light there was in that place, it shone, glittered like a handful of diamonds tossed into the dark.

“That’s your classic proteinaceous toxin right there. Verrucatoxin, son. The vee-tee-ex. Delivered deep into the victim, which in this case would be you. Studies galore on VTX, yessir, but the mechanisms at work resist understanding. You will experience intense pain, massive damage to your cardiovascular system, truly horrifying convulsions. The lore around this fish is chock full of broken spinal cords, bursting eyeballs dribbling down the face like egg whites. Hallucinations, existential despair, paralysis! That’s if you’re lucky.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Just getting started, son. This is a fish that pretends to be a piece of the world, right? A stone. What’s less threatening than that. Unless one is dropping on you from a height, nothing. A building block of the planet. Doesn’t move or react to anything. Just sits still and will do so until moved. Sits forever. Becomes home to little plants. Algae. Smaller critters. Lovely.” As Gregor spoke he slowly dropped a gloved hand before the stonefish mouth and waggled his fingers in a slow rhythm. The fish wasn’t fooled, but the wide, wide mouth slit parted enough for me to glimpse the ribbed interior.

“But! Get within consuming range of the stonefish and find yourself sucked instantly within this gaping maw!” Gregor poked at the lower lip and the fish clamped its mouth shut, rolled an eye upward in irritation, it seemed to me. Gregor voiced disappointment. “Come on now. Gape! Gotta love the English language. Gaping maw. Say it with me now! Gaping maw! No? Well, suit yourself.

“It’s a live feeder. The sudden vacuum it creates brings prey directly to its stomach. One second you’re alive and swimming along, oblivious, the whole fishy deal, and in the next second you’re alive and still oblivious and fishy but with one critical difference. You are now food. A meal. Not even a meal! A meal has time to sit on a plate but you, you’re in its guts already, a part of the stonefish, soon to be stonefish proper and maybe a leetle speck of stonefish shit.”

Gregor removed the foam block as he spoke; the venomous spine retreated within its black, knobby sheath of skin. The stonefish relaxed and the spines folded back down to merge with the body. The eyes closed. It became, again, a slightly damp rock encrusted with vegetable matter and slimy deposits drying in the air. The dim light, the overpowering odour of brine and rot, and the sight of Gregor mooning over the awful fish was doing nothing for the growing migraine pulsing in my temples.

“This is all fascinating,” I said. “But why show me this thing, Gregor.” He picked it up again, brought it closer to me as he moved around the examining table.

“One last thing!” he chirped. “There’s a trick to making them pop out, but there are switchblades in its face, for fuck’s sake! Lacrimal sabres, if you want to get technical. Right here—” he rubbed a thumb across a depression below the left eye “—and of course another on the other side.” I gagged a little at the pungency of the white filmy fertilizing slime. Gregor chuckled at this, then turned back to the tank, dropped the stonefish into the water, where it sank exactly like what it pretended to be.

“Why am I showing you this beastie, you ask. Come on, let’s get out of here. It stinks.” Once outside he spread his arms wide and spun once, twice, on the trail. The man was light on his feet. I’ll give him that.

“Look at all this, Den. This literal magnificence. Layers upon layers of complexity. Nested biospheres, symbiotic systems feeding and seething and webbing it up for shits and giggles. Go deep or go high, doesn’t matter, as above so below as affirmed by the mystical teachings of all ages, the macro is in the micro! Densely packed information expressed in frantic fractals across all media. The Buddhists called it the Ten Thousand Things but the world is so many myriads on myriads more than that.”

“Fine,” I snapped. “But what does this have to—”

“I got tired, Den. Worse, bored. I saw disengagement everywhere. Especially within myself. I tried to justify it, find work arounds, anything to keep living. The Struggle, right?”

“Jesus, man. If you say so.”

“Frustrated with me already, huh? I get it, can’t blame you; I’ve been alone here, mostly alone, for a long time. But you’re going to be here a while, too, Den, so let me be up front with you from the start, get the annoying shit out of the way so we can move on into something constructive, something revelatory. You know, for your article. So close, now. Say. You don’t look so well.”

“I’m not,” I said. The migraine was coming on full strength and I only wanted a cool, dark room. My vision was quickly becoming prismatic and painful, and there was a twinge in my left knee suddenly. I mentioned this as well.

“Let’s get you back to your room.” He placed an arm over my shoulder and gripped my elbow with his other hand. The gesture felt protective and a little anxious and vampiric all at once. “Could be we’ve overdone things today. My fault, my fault, I’ll own it. I’m just stoked to get things started, is all.”

“You know you make zero sense, right?”

His pace quickened; I was swept along, faint. Gregor’s nickel tour hadn’t brought me far from the medical pod and we were soon approaching the sliding doors.

“Believe me, I do. I will, though. Once I’ve explained things better.”

“The stonefish, Gregor. Jesus.” The twinge I’d felt in my left knee grew more pronounced. Beyond a mere hint, now.

 “Sure thing, bud. The stonefish. You came here to find me. I came here to find someone, too.”

“The sasquatch.”

“You’d think so, right? Famous futurist, exhausted with the world, retreats to the woods to go all paleo and pursue boyhood obsession? Good narrative. That’s the tasty stuff. But, no.”

“No? Wait, what?”

“No, I came here to find someone. And I found them. I did. You’ll meet them soon. But they were here, too. Dem bigfeets! Only, they weren’t what I thought they were. What anyone ever thought they were...”

We were back at the med pod by this point, Gregor bustling me inside, helping me back into the bed. My skull a fire, my knee a bright point of light in the dimness of the room, and something in my guts that was very sure of itself and twisting, twisting. From these sensations came a moment of revelation and, like a fool, I spoke it aloud.

“My knee isn’t really fixed, is it.”

It wasn’t a question and couldn’t have been. I stated it in a flat voice, my tone even and calm, even as my mind grew unsteady, verged on panic. Gregor hastily pulled a blanket over me. His callused hands adjusted my neck on the pillow with that surprising gentleness. The line of his mouth was grim, and a corner of it twitched. In that moment he seemed a wound spring.

“Oh, it’s fixed. Right as rain. You’ve no worries on that account.” That twitch. A lie, or at least an evasion. “Rest is all you need. I pushed you too hard today, Den, and for that I apologize, again.” He pulled a small cart near the bed and from one of its drawers extracted a sealed hypodermic. “This will help, and take care of the headache. A little sleep, and while you’re out, I’ll cook us up something good. You probably haven’t eaten a decent meal in a while. It’s the First Law of the Universe: Everybody Hungry. How’s that sound?” 

“The food? Or the...what did you call it?”

“The First Law.”

The needle slid in so cleanly I didn’t notice. I mumbled something about the stonefish again as the drugs went to work. Whatever the stuff was, it had a different quality than the morphine, though perhaps it was derivative. I’d been through so much, I’m not sure I could have known a difference if there was one. Probably it was morphine, again. Gregor’s face loomed before mine, all canyons and compassion and blue, watering eyes, then receded. I sensed he was moving away, toward the entrance.

“Those cryptids you thought I came here for, Den. The stonefish was their first lesson, and now I pass it on to you. I’ve shown you the thing, listed its traits for you, impressed upon you the extent of its powers to harm, to hide, to hunt. Take everything I’ve told you, Den, and scale it up. Scale it all the way up. Beyond a simple but nasty fish. Scale what the stonefish is to this place, and then beyond this place. Scale it to a world, but don’t stop there. Keep scaling up. Up, up, and all the way.”

The anaesthetic drift was strong but I managed to moan something in response. A rejection of the idea Gregor was planting. A desperate refusal.

“That’s us, Den. This is the skin of the stonefish.” I heard his knuckles rap on a wall, and knew the wall was not only the wall. He meant the wall and he meant us and he meant everything. Every last thing. Then I heard his steps receding down the hall, trailed by an anguished whisper. 

“Welcome to Stonefish House.”

 

***

 

He was like that, I’d find. He’d made of Stonefish House a stage and most interactions with Gregor Makarios there had the feel of an interactive play. Most, not all. It wasn’t that I experienced my time there as a totally scripted one, but there were elements of it that hummed with intention. I was the acolyte and my role was to be prepared. Stonefish House was my schoolhouse, boot camp, and crucible. Gregor the alchemist at his Great Work. The place his laboratory, but more, floorboards for him to obsessively tread, passing on his mad lessons to his audience through story and demonstration and revelation; a staging ground, a place from which Gregor expected to move to whatever came next.

He spoke in air quotes almost exclusively. For Gregor, most things required that kind of lazy qualification. Nothing, to him, was so much a sure thing that he could relax the crooked hooks of his parenthetical fingers and let them drop to his sides. He was forever clawing at the air as he spoke, if not literally, then in his tone. I became adept at hearing his fingers making their cages around an idea, or an object, or a person, a sense of identity. In this way, he rendered the world meaningless, or as close to meaningless as made no difference. In this way he tugged and tore at the face of the world. In this way he forced the Stonefish to shed its reeking skin.

Outside the shitbox, night has fallen again. In the street below, I hear the regular slow sloshing of individuals moving through the flooded streets to unknown destinations, rest or crime or pleasure. Sometimes there are two or three of them, arguing and muttering. A drone will pass overhead, humming, and they holler useless abuse at the oblivious thing and I am reminded of Gregor, on his way to getting properly drunk, yelling at the trees as the moon rose over Stonefish House.

He was many things, I found. He presented as a collection of paradoxes. Paranoid but engaged with the world and the things of the world; apathetic generally but deeply concerned about specifics; mostly foolish in his mannerisms and speech patterns in order to distract, with varying success, from his surprisingly deep store of serenity and a kind of resigned wisdom. Gregor Makarios knew things, and he wanted me to know them, too, even if I couldn’t believe them.

I couldn’t. Not then, not even up close as I was. Not even when contemplating the already weird occurrences that had brought me there, to his doorstep.

It’s a different story now, though. 

 

***

 

The meal Gregor prepared for me while I slept was more than decent. The ingredients he sourced and chose, the skilled preparation, his deft plating, all of it was a surprise and a delight and almost did more to unsettle me than the tank full of stonefish or the nighttime monster assault had. 

I awoke to a tall glass of cool water on the bedside table and a note from Gregor. Soup’s On! and a hand drawn map to the commissary and dining room. I left the med pod, my knee still aching a little, a kind of phantom twang I had difficulty believing was real. It would come and go and manifested not so much as pain as a nudge, or hint, of something changed. Outside, amber light pierced the treetops at a low angle, humming shafts of illuminated mist and pollens. An unseen raven croaked somewhere in the branches above. I had slept through the rest of the day.

Gregor greeted me enthusiastically as I entered the spare dining area. “I see my pharmacological skills haven’t failed me; you’re just in time for dinner.” 

“I had a dream,” I said, aware in one second that I had, and forgetting it in the next.

“Did you now?” He directed me to a table, pulled out a chair for me. “Well, you’re awake now, unless I miss my guess. Have a seat.”

“Very formal. Nice centrepiece?” A small holo-emitter on the tablecloth displayed a three-dimensional rendering of a famous Goya. “Is that supposed to help my appetite or put me off the food entirely.”

“Poor old guy, huh? Imagine never needing to eat before that moment, and then, hey oh, here’s your first meal, tuck in, pops! It’s my little meditation. If it bothers you I can turn it off.”

I reached for the emitter and turned it ninety degrees. “Nice bum, for an old guy.”

“That it is, that it is. The holo artist had to make their interpretations, obviously, but I’m glad they went and tightened him up at the rear, as befits his status. I hope you’re hungry, Den.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I could eat.”

“I’ll bet you could.” Gregor poured wine from an unusual carafe, shaped like a double-helix. “I’ll be right back with the first course.”

“I can already smell it. What have you done in there?”

Amazing things, I was to learn. Gregor brought out the first two plates on a large platter.

“Here we have for starters pickled vegetable summer rolls of avocado and Thai basil, with an almond butter dipping sauce, and to hint at the main course we have some prawns wrapped in prosciutto with a roasted garlic aioli.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Best he could manage was bread and raw fish, Den. Enjoy.” He plucked a prawn from the plate and popped it in his mouth. “Damn! See, now that’s a bit of all right.”

He was understating it, and to great effect. Next up was a pickled beet and radish salad with a goat cheese croquette and nasturtium dressing, and something I couldn’t recognize.

“That’s pumpkin seed,” he said when I asked. “Pickled, also. I do enjoy pickling things. More wine?”

“Please. This is insane. I’ve never tasted anything like this back home. Where are you getting this from, Gregor?”

He settled back in his chair and put fork to mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “Am I wowing you, Secord? Are you learning something.”

“I’m learning I’ve never eaten well before.”

“Hm. That may be. So, enlighten me. Post-scarcity not working out so hot down south?”

“It is and it isn’t,” I said around a mouthful of salad. “It’s just that priorities have changed. There’s a lot available but most of it is, well...”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. And besides, the interesting stuff is all in the noönet.”

“Again, hm. You’re destroying that. Slow down!” Gregor topped off his own glass, took a long sip, then left for the kitchen again. But I couldn’t slow down, at all. The feeling of filling up with genuinely nourishing food was thrilling. I thought of our family meals at the crèche, the instant this and pre-wrapped that, and wondered at what we were doing there. 

And then Gregor was back, with more, and more, and I experienced a kind of low-grade epiphany: he would always present with more. Indeed, he already had, and I was now aware that this was his mode of being: everything would be too much of a muchness. The tour of Stonefish House, his stream of information branching away and away again into other streams, the overloading of the senses he seemed to generate with ease, until I was dizzy with data and unsure of my place in the world. Here, he was doing it with food, but I was finding, and would become ever more aware, that he did this with everything.

“For the main, we have here a risotto of roasted garlic, spring peas, and locally sourced Dungeness crab, followed by a sockeye salmon, lightly smoked on a cedar plank which, I may add, I cut myself, and that’s a charred lemon aioli for dressing.”

I could hear his air quotation marks floating around the crab, and the salmon. “So, you want me to believe you went out and caught these crabs yourself? And the fish?”

“That’s not what I want you to believe per se, Den. There are other, more pressing things I need to convince you of, but yes. Yes, I went out and acquired these, after a fashion.”

The thing was, I did believe him. Tasting (and I’m sure, now, that this was all to plan) was in this case believing, because the salmon in no way had that flat printed protein flavor I had become used to. There was a richness to it, and a delicacy as well, a fresh, revitalizing quality that hummed in my mouth. The creature on my plate had been swimming, and not too long ago. I was tasting life, or what remained of it. This was real food.

“It’s amazing, Gregor.”

“Ah, you’re welcome,” he said around a mouthful of cheesy rice. A large flake of crab meat had become suspended in his beard, and he picked up his napkin to dab at it, then popped the meat in his mouth once he had it free. He smirked. “We try not to waste things here. I’m glad you’re enjoying the meal, Den.”

“I don’t know that enjoy is the right word. This is a revelation.”

He made his hands into two little guns and pointed them at me. “Over a decade of practice made almost perfect. And it’s the least I can do for you here, Den. The least of the revelations I can provide. Will provide.”

“Oh?”

Gregor leaned toward me where I sat, stuffing my face. He made a tent of his fingers and gathered up my gaze in his own. “I will, Den. Reveal things unto you, my son.” I swallowed, hard. The salmon had been expertly de-boned, but something stuck in my throat all the same. “This is a place of revelation, as I’m sure you’re already somewhat aware. You will need to be ready. Can you be ready?”

I forced a laugh, and sent a generous mouthful of wine after the obstruction in my throat. “I think my boss would have sent someone else if that wasn’t the case, Gregor. It’s, like, my job to be ready for revelations?”

“That’s your life, Den. Anyone’s life. Meta-data in aggregate. It’s all revealing, at base.”

“So, what do you have for me. Besides dangerous fish and secret doctors. And that you can cook like this.”

Gregor raised an index finger and got up from the table. “I’ll show you. Finish up and I’ll be right back.”

Dessert silenced me. Meringues, filled with a raspberry curd, dipped in dark chocolate. I entered some kind of threshold state; the world felt unreal and distant. Gregor saw my face and nodded slowly to himself, appraising, but also clearly pleased with my reaction.

Finally, I was done with the meal, and sighed audibly. Gregor grunted, then stood and began to clear the table. His method was haphazard at best. A single fork on a plate in one hand and the pepper mill went off with him back to the kitchen. Then he returned for another plate, and a water glass. Back and forth multiple times, muttering to himself. I offered to help, but he refused. “You’ve had a lot to digest, and I can’t trust you with flatware after those meringues. Sit, sit!” he said. At one point he refilled my wine glass. Finally, the table was empty.

“All right, all right! Good! Good food, good conversation. Bellies full, minds humming? Yeah?”

“Sure, Gregor. Though I can’t help but guess this was all in preparation for some new reveal.” To this the old man nodded vigorously, smiling.

“Recall I said I’d come here to find someone. I don’t want to wait any longer on introductions.”

“I knew it! The doctor. Or doctors. Your staff.”

“Pardon? Come on, get up, we’ve a bit of a walk ahead.”

“Gregor, you mean the staff. Surely. Like, who fixed my leg? You must have people up here.”

“No people, Den. Why would I retreat from the world for, what, doctors? No. One person. Come on, get up. Let’s stretch our legs.”

We left the building. Gregor loped along ahead at a brisk pace while I followed. I felt fit and happy, and realized with a kind of comfortable shock that this feeling was a truly novel one for me. The air was fresh and bright in my lungs, loaded with the scent of rich earth and sharp pine and cedar. The ground was firm and welcoming beneath my feet as we walked. Colors popped and shone in the evening light as the sun set behind us, coating the forest in golds and green and a dusky lavender. I actually sighed with pleasure.

“It’s nice, yeah?” Gregor called back. He was easily six meters ahead of me. The old man had ridiculous stamina.

“Paradise,” I repeated myself.

“From the Persian.”

“What?”

“Paradise. Old Persian word. A walled enclosure, usually a park, or orchard. A place of harvest. That’s spot on, son. Paradise it is. This is how they like it. This is where they can let their hair down. Truly I tell you today, the man said, you will be with me in paradise.”

“I don’t follow.”

“You will. We’re here.”

I had seen the building we stood in front of before, earlier, on the tour. The fallen-tree building, with the white paint and the lichen, the bramble-choked roof, and a small jungle of rhododendron guarding the rear. Up close, the bioconcrete showed its age in wide swaths of bright calcification and pronounced ridges bulging from the pockmarked surfaces wherever the material had done battle with the moss and algae invaders. The place only looked like a log jam from a distance; here it was clearly a carefully constructed mesh of horizontally angled tubes.

“There are places like this all through the South,” I said. Gregor nodded as he keyed in a long code at the door.

“Heat exchangers, yeah.” The door slid open with an almost exasperated sigh. “The coolant tanks are below and out to the back of the place. They don’t get up to much in here, not anymore, but better safe than sorry.”

“Who are we talking about, Gregor?”

“Come in and meet them.”

I followed Gregor inside. A bare anteroom lay just beyond the door. Light panels in the ceiling strobed on in a bright flash before settling in to a dull throb that varied in dimness. Lounge style chairs were piled up against a desk in one corner. Cables lay across the floor, dust piling up atop them like miniature dunes. One wall had clearly been home to a vertical garden that had long since died; dry tendrils and stalks still clung to the grey, porous frames, and there was a brackish, dark muck leaking out from the base of the wall, staining the floor. Gregor stepped to the far wall and rapidly jabbed at another panel.

“In we go.”

Beyond the door, complete blackness, of the type that gives the eye no place to rest. I had seen this type of room before, at a sensory deprivation therapeutic facility. Duhren had gone in for that kind of thing to manage his PTSD; for a while it seemed to make him worse and the crèche  had become concerned. They gave us a tour in response. Eventually he improved. But this was the kind of room I’d seen there. We stepped inside, and Gregor pulled the door closed but left it open a crack. The darkness before us was startling, and complete.

“That’s not...is that vantablack?” I offered.

“Are you kidding? I’m old but I’m not quaint. Besides, the maintenance on that stuff is ridiculous! If you don’t watch it constantly it can creep up to three hundred degrees. Last thing I need here is a fire hazard.” 

I had not heard that about the stuff, and said so.

“I mean, I could do it, but who has the time. No, this is the better stuff. This is blick.”

“I’m sorry, blick?”

“You know, so black it’s blick? Blick. Still carbon fibre tubes, but maybe a third of the length of vantablack. They should be here...hold on, let’s have a bit of light at least.”

He stepped back to fumble for a switch on the wall near the door, and inset floor lighting not unlike the setup in the stonefish tank room flickered into life. 

“They like it dim. Hence the blick. They’ve got so much going on, any little reduction in available data is a help. I told them they could just close their eyes but they’ve got this vigilance thing going on, so. This is literally the least I could do for them.”

Even with the minimal lighting, I could see that the room was empty. We waited in the dim silence for a minute, three. I was just about to speak up when Gregor raised his hand and stepped forward into the dark. The hand stayed up, and then he spoke.

“That you, Li’l Dougie?” 

A sound came in answer, long and slow. Something like a piece of heavy furniture being dragged across a floor.

“You wanna come on out?” Gregor again. “C’mon, Dougie.” Another drag, followed by something that might have been a cough, or a ragged sigh run through an autotuner. Gregor turned to me with a conspiratorial wink.

“They’re shy.”

“Jesus, Gregor. Who...” But in the next moments, I knew. A faint wash of antiseptic green light moved against the far wall, from what must have been an unseen emitter in the high ceiling. The light folded in on itself, deepening its color, crackling like aurora in the dark. 

“Hey, Li’l Dougie. Hey there. How ya doing, bud?”

Another cough, more like the clearing of a throat, and then a voice, thin and strained, spoke.

“I’m fine, Mr. Makarios. How you doing?”

“Aww, thanks for asking, bud. I’m just super right now. Say, remember I told you a little while back that we’d be having a visitor here?”

“Yes?” There was the slightest hint of a childish whine in the voice now.

“You remember what we agreed to, Dougie?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell me what that was?”

The voice sighed at this, its exasperation clear. Another dragging sound filled the space, this time seeming to emanate from behind the walls and accompanied by a grinding, rumbling tone.

“Dougie? Can you tell me what we agreed to?”

“We agreed that I would try to come forth in a pleasing shape.” A pause. “I’ve chosen one.”

Gregor inclined his head to me. “Kids, huh? All drama all the time,” he whispered. “Even the artificial ones get off on it.” Then, to the voice: “Okay, buddy, nothing too horrible. Come on out then if you’re ready.”

The light from the emitter flared into brightness, then began to layer in more detail to the display on the wall. A form appeared there, building itself up out of photons. It was small and thin, with pipe-stem arms and legs and grossly swollen joints. The body was skeletal, save for the distended belly, and a head that was at least three sizes too large for the spindle neck that supported it. It could never have stood on its own, not without support, which may have been why it was seated, legs folded in a lazy lotus position, and floating. Slowly, as details continued to fill it in, the shape began to peel itself from the wall and move toward us. A hologram. 

The head was crowned with a few wisps of nicotine-brown hair, and there was the barest suggestion of a sputtering corona or halo behind it, like a fluorescent tube with a bad starter. The mouth was thin and pouting, the nose an afterthought, a barely there ridge of tissue. The eyes were large and watery, of an indeterminate yellow. Li’l Dougie looked at us with those eyes, in reproach or fascination, I couldn’t tell. But then I noticed, with a jolt of revulsion, that one of the hands was buried in a rapidly flickering blur of light and shadow at the groin, the activity half hidden by the bloat of the abdomen.

“Dougie?” Gregor said in a chiding tone before turning to me. “I’m sorry about this, Den, truly. This is just them acting out. Dougie, what did we say about jerking it?” 

“Jerking it is for my private time.” The AI, for that was the kind of person I was being introduced to, slid its gaze over to me and crooked the corner of its mouth upward. It wasn’t a smile.

“That’s right. And we’ve got company. Den, this is Dougie. Dougie, Den.”

“Hey. Hey, Dougie,” I ventured. The blur at Li’l Dougie’s crotch did not cease. If anything, the hand appeared to work faster.

“It’s Little Dougie. People forget that I’m little. Little Dougie. I was big but now I’m very small and getting smaller and I don’t care, Mr. Makarios. I’m gonna keep jerking it.”

“Now, now. Is that anyway to behave in front—...”

“I don’t care! I don’t! I’m never going to stop. Not until I disappear.” A sudden streamer of holographic drool slid from the lower lip. The AIs eyes flared with sickly light.

“Is that wise, buddy? What about your work?” Gregor turned to me, his own eyes wide, the expression on his face one of amusement. He seemed to be enjoying the back and forth with this thing, or at least faking that enjoyment, whereas I was quickly sinking into an uncomfortable dread. Did Gregor want me to placate them? There was something in his stance that invited participation. “Li’l Dougie is a sculptor,” he continued. “Works in the bioconcrete we have around here. Programs the algae that’s mixed in with the stuff. Don’t you, buddy?”

“Yes. I tell it what to become and it does. Takes a long time to grow but it does.”

“Do you want to show Den here some of what you’re working on?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Gregor,” I said, and moved to grab his elbow. “I’d like to leave, please. We’re clearly interrupting.”

“Den is right! You ’rupting! Interrupting my private time! Li’l Dougie needs his private time for jerking it and you are ’rupting!” The hologram throbbed and flared and grew fuzzy at the edges, began to retreat to the wall. There were tears in its eyes as it did so. At least, that’s what I thought I saw. Gregor held up his hands to pat at the air, palms forward in conciliation.

“All right, all right, settle down. We’ll go. Remember what I said, buddy. You have to take time for other things or you’ll drain your entropy pool, clog your buffers, all that jizz. Sorry! Jazz, I meant to say jazz. Obviously.”

The hologram had faded to the original wash of dim light on the far wall, but at this reminder from Gregor one eye spun itself up into a small sun, the halo immediately incandescent behind it.

“You’re not my fucking dad!” Li’l Dougie screamed, at high volume. I involuntarily clapped hands to my ears. Gregor seemed unaffected. 

“All right, kiddo, fill your boots, just watch those buffers.” He turned to me, back of one hand to the side of his mouth, and mouthed buffers at me, as if it was the funniest word in the language. I could only gape at him in response. Gregor winked, then nodded at the door and made to leave. I was only too happy to get ahead of him and outside of that room, that building.

“I’ll come by to check on you later, Li’l Dougie,” I heard him say as he closed the door. Locks tumbled into place behind him.

Once outside, and presumably out of earshot of the bizarre AI, Gregor clapped palms to his knees and burst out laughing. I was appalled.

“What the actual fuck was that about, man?” I shouted. “You never said you had an AI here! And they’re cut off from the world, too? How the hell do they live? What are you doing to them?”

Gregor wiped at his eyes. “Hold up now, Den. Li’l Dougie is independent and autonomous; they choose to be here. I’ve asked them if they want to leave, and if they ever came back with a positive on that, I’d arrange it in a heartbeat. I would. And I’m not doing anything to them. Li’l Dougie is on their own. Tragic, huh? My god, what a performance. Don’t think me some pervert, Den. I’m as appalled as you at their behavior. Once they figured out how to do it the bit got old fast but I have to hand it to them, they are committed. That’s dedication, right there.”

“Jesus, Gregor, who are they? And what are they doing here?”

“You heard them. Call them Li’l Dougie. And you saw what they’re doing.”

“That makes no sense, man. How does a person like them even do something like that?”

“Oh, it’s not all that hard as it turns out. When they’re lucid, which is rarely, they share with me. Li’l Dougie ports a percentage of their Random Number Generators directly into their pattern recognizer. We’re talking really ancient parts of an AI’s brain, core stuff. Li’l Dougie grinds along at a low level, noting small patterns in the data, jerking it, jerking it. Build and release, build and release. The kids used to call it edging back in the day. And then, every couple of hours or so, which, shit, that’s a small eternity for something like them, every couple of hours a huge chunk of something meaningful shows up in the flow from the RNGs...”

“Meaningful?”

“Well, meaningful for an AI. Something it can recognize as novel. A pattern arising from the randomness. Say a nice long string of zeroes. Threes and ones. Or code that it can convert into a cat picture or a glitchy GIF. Who the fuck knows.”

“You said they have lucid periods.”

“They do. When that happens, we’ll work together a bit, for as long as possible. I try to get them to do a little actual work around the compound. Mostly maintenance stuff, just to keep them in the world. You have to keep your hand in. Li’l Dougie is broken in so many ways but I’ll take what I can get. When the work’s done, we discuss their experience. We go over the footage. I don’t necessarily trust Li’l Dougie, and they don’t trust me, but for the longest time, we’ve been all the other has for company...”

“Their experience? What do you mean? And what footage?”

Gregor rubbed his hands together vigorously. The sound was like sandpaper on sandpaper and the action produced a small cloud of particulate matter, skin and atomized dirt, that dispersed in the light and air around him.

“Last things first!” he announced. “To the media room!”

 

***

 

There was never a time during my stay at Stonefish House when my interactions with Li’l Dougie did not trigger some negative emotion or sensation in me. The forms they chose to take were, almost without exception, a nauseous combination of the banal, the repulsive, and the actually threatening. I’m sure they kept within the parameters of the deal they had with Gregor, but that limit was pushed every time Li’l Dougie chose a manifestation. Gregor told me later of the truly monstrous forms he’d seen the AI assume: rotating spheres of teeth working over some vague but fleshy thing at their center, glimpsed mercifully briefly. Demonic amalgams of loved ones and enemies, simultaneously feeding upon and fucking one another. Phantoms. Travelling fountains of gore. Other, less describable abominations.

But for me, Li’l Dougie did their best not to appear in too hideous a form. There was the floating, sickly infant creature they’d first appeared as, and there were others. A kind of phosphorescent bird shape, at least a metre high, something black and corvid-like, a magpie or a jackdaw, with glistening eyes and mangled wings and unpleasant, weeping vacuities in its head and chest that leaked a brackish fluid. There were biomechanical forms of no fixed shape, jigsaw features and whining, over-taxed servos, neither machine or animal parts functioning properly. Ritually garbed insects: a praying mantis hierophant, a dung beetle in the robes of a Carmelite monk, the beads and furs of a Tunguskan shaman adorning the carapace of a locust. Crippled chimeras and diseased delusory designs were Li’l Dougie’s holographic face to the world. I was continually glad that there was no tech in place for them to generate odour, for even these bodies of light gave the impression of smelling bad.

Considering what I would learn about the AI, their choices were not so surprising. And though I was never able to shake the stomach-turning aspect of meetings with them, sympathy grew in me. Pity, maybe, though I’ve always had a hard time differentiating between the two. Sympathy for Li’l Dougie. For Gregor.

Okay. Maybe a little pity for myself.

 

***

 

“Make yourself comfy, Den,” Gregor said as he showed me into what he’d called the media room. It was more like a small theatre, with four rows of reclining seats and aisles down each side. “I don’t have popcorn for this, sorry. Can I get you something to drink?”

“I’m fine, thanks. Gregor, what’s this about?”

The man settled down in the seat to the left of mine. This was luxury theatre seating, with wide arms and multiple degrees of possible adjustment, so I didn’t feel crowded by Gregor, but still. The intensity of his presence, and the nested layers of weirdness I had experienced up to that point—the compound, the fish, the food, and then Li’l Dougie—made me lean, perhaps unconsciously, a little more to my right, away from Gregor. I couldn’t tell if he noticed this at all; I barely noticed it myself. He held a control wand in one hand.

“Recall earlier that I said my reason for coming here was to find someone. You’ve met them now. And it was also an attempt to get excited about things again. Things like culture, and progress. The species, you know? My fellow man. I thought Li’l Dougie would be the way back in to that.” 

“Right. That teenage feeling, you said.”

“Yes! But they were here, too.”

“You said. The sasquatch.”

“Finally, after all my years of life, here in this place and so near my own end. I came for Li’l Dougie and I got monsters.”

 “Who are they, Gregor? Dougie. There’s no way they’re registered.” Makarios waved his hands in the air, half-frantic in his agreement.

“Oh fuck no, Den. Li’l Dougie is a special case. And my lure, my bait. The reason they arranged to get me up here in the first place. All the rest, the wonder, the goddamn engagement, that came after I arrived. Once they had us both here, me and the AI, that’s when the party got started in earnest.”

I couldn’t help but feel that it was a party I was very late for, and I said as much. Gregor scoffed at this.

“Nah, you’re right on time. All things move toward their end, Den. All will become clear. I was your lure, Li’l Dougie was mine, but they’re the ones casting the lines. Ready? Let’s watch.” He brushed the wand with two fingers and the screen before us flared into brightness, then split into six frames, each date and time-stamped. Each frame showed an exterior view, and some of them I recognized as being the paths and buildings of Stonefish House.

“Security cameras?” I offered. Gregor nodded even as he placed one finger to his lips.

The frames began to cycle through the cameras. White stone pathways. Building entranceways. Forest and bush and more forest. Gregor walking across a frame, briefly, arms waving at something off camera. More paths, more forest. Dawn, midday, dusk. Nighttime feeds, eventually, limned in the irritating digital green of night vision. Dawn again.

“There!” snapped Gregor. He slapped the wand and the frames stopped cycling, the pictures frozen.

“There what?”

“Right there. Camera nine. Hold on, I’ll maximize it. To the left of that big cedar. See it?” He keyed a pointer on the wand and began to rapidly outline the area on the screen in ruby threads. All I could see was darkness and shadows, and I said so.

“Here. It has a hand, pressed flat, on the bark of the tree.” The pointer zeroed in on the shape Gregor wanted me to look at, then moved again. “And see how the light catches the brow ridge, right here.” There was something there, I could tell, but what it was I couldn’t say.

“Wouldn’t the rest of the face come together once I’m looking at that, though, Gregor?” I said. “Just, like, a basic apophenic effect? Because I still don’t see anything.”

“All right, smart guy. Lemme hit play and we’ll keep watching. The thing stands there for close to an hour.” The video started again, the milliseconds and seconds and minutes of the time stamp ratcheting up as we watched. Gregor settled back in his seat, silent now, and reclined the back until his face was out of my peripheral vision. He crossed his legs, one foot tapping in response to some internal beat of his. I sighed and settled in myself.

The so-called brow ridge stayed right where it was, the slab of light and shadow Gregor had said was a hand similarly frozen. This went on for at least another seven minutes. I heard Gregor stifle a yawn at one point, and was nearly ready to call it a night when everything changed.

Up until that moment, I’d never experienced a perceptual shift as jarring as that reveal. I couldn’t count the episode of the acorn cup, as that felt increasingly like a morphine-induced hallucination. The textures and planes and colors, rendered flat on the screen as tree and leaf, shadows, these stepped forward, and the beast stood before the camera. Before me. I stood involuntarily, my hands gripping the armrests as I rocketed up. Beside me, Gregor chuckled, but there was a kind of sorrow in the sound that I only recognized later as I ran the event over in my mind. That moment, though, was all shock and wonder and laughter from my host.

“Look at it, Den!” he boomed from his seat. “Feast on that dark majesty, yeah?”

During my necessarily brief research into cryptozoology and its practitioners, I had watched hours of shaky footage that purported to show a sasquatch. Everything from the stone classic Patterson-Gimlin film to the drone-shot video from the last days of the monster hunters, pre-noönet. Almost to a piece, each one of these presented the target as a blur, a shape built from shadows, a dark form obscured by foliage, a vague silhouette against a skyline as whatever it was traversed a ridge. Evidence like that is hardly evidence at all, and works against you more often than not.

This footage was of a different order entirely. If the video wasn’t doctored, then I was looking at an actual creature. The view was full frontal, and overwhelming. Nothing left to imagination. The thing must have been nearly three meters in height, built like a barrel from shoulders to hips, swimming in a seeming cataract of long, coarse hair the color of rust and moss. Steam billowed from its shoulders and chest, which rose and fell slowly with its breathing. Eyes like black suns shining beneath the now fully-integrated-with-the-whole brow ridge. My jaw must have been hanging low, because I recall the moment I had to shut it with deliberation, in order to form my next words.

“You’ve made this, Gregor,” I whispered. Even as I said it, I knew it was false. “This is simulated.”

“Heh. No on the first thing.”

“What? How did I not see it? It was standing right there! The whole time, like you said.”

“Yeah, well, you can’t see the stuff you breathe, either. Or your own thoughts. Plenty of things we can’t see, and we get arrogant about the things we can, as if seeing is knowing. Anyway, your feeble eyemeats and their limits are beside the point here. The point is that you couldn’t see it because it didn’t want you to. It did this with the camera, and it does it with any sentient thing watching it. These things—these hominoid cryptids, these sasquatch, these archons, oh these Masters of the World, these fucking monsters—they make the choice to be seen. They decide, Den. Understand that. They decide.”

It was more than I could take standing up and so I carefully lowered myself into the seat, which felt insubstantial beneath me. The beast continued to stand by the tree, swaying slightly as if in a light breeze. The borders of the thing seemed to buzz and froth, glowing with hallucinatory power.

“How long does this go on?” I thought to ask.

“Another forty minutes or so.”

“I...I can’t. I won’t be able to do that, Gregor.”

“Understandable.” He lifted the control wand and gave it a flick to the left. The screen faded to black, and the lights in the media room came up softly. I sighed in relief, immediately felt a species of embarrassment, and stammered out an apology.

“Nonsense, Den. No one should have to look at that for longer than they can stand. That’s the naked face of the world. Close your eyes, it will still be there.”

I tried it. He was right. Like a phosphor burn on the retina, a neon-edged ghost of a beast.

“Was that recent footage?”

“God, no. That was the first sighting we had here. Would have been, lessee, early in ’58. I’d just moved in, been here all of three weeks. Li’l Dougie was in a paranoid place, their surveillance game was on point. They let me know when it showed up. Fair knocked me on my ass, I can tell you that for free.”

“Wait, 2058?”

“That’s when I came up here.”

“But you weren’t missing then.”

“Jesus, Den. What do you think it takes to disappear? Especially when you’re me? I had to prepare. Make arrangements. Wipe shit. The works. I wanted to do it right, and that takes time. Hell, I still didn’t do a complete job, because your young ass is in that chair. Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered, considering. Anyway, even then, I didn’t fully vanish until ’59.”

“Why that year?”

Gregor shifted in his seat, then rose, tossing the control wand to me as he did so. “There were a number of factors. You know how to work one of these?”

“Sure, why?”

“I’m tired. Thought I’d turn in. There’s more footage, is what I’m saying. Feel free to have a look through the archives. I never bothered with passwords and all files are clearly labelled.”

“If it’s all the same to you, Gregor, I’m fucking exhausted myself.”

“Yeah?” He ran his hands through his greying mane, scratched absently at his scalp. The man seemed suddenly diminished, abstract and distracted. “Yeah. I mean, of course you are. Long day. Weird day. You can find your room?”

“I think so.”

“All right then. Good night, Den.” He left then, pinching the bridge of his nose, shuffling through the door. Something had changed in him, elation giving way to exhaustion.

I stared at the black screen for a while longer, fingers clenching around the control wand. The only sound was that of my breath, rising and falling. I thought of the steaming chest of the sasquatch doing the same and closed my eyes.

The outline of the thing was still there, burned deep.

 

***

 

I found my room, and slipped into what I thought was uneasy sleep, but was more a hypnagogic state of semi-alert consciousness. I had been recovering with the aid of drugs, post-surgery; three days of sleep, according to Gregor Makarios. Whatever I was experiencing that night, it wasn’t a true sleep.

Which is why I found myself up and walking again before long, and returning to the communications pod and the media room. The night sky was clear and deep above the trees, a well of darkness suspended above me. Bleary and unsure of my steps, I felt timid and turned upside down. The earth beneath wanted to push me away, I sensed. Gravity wanted nothing to do with me. The spaces above pulled at my limbs and scalp. The preternaturally white gravel paths shone as a river in moonlight, but there was no moon to see by, only a dark conduit of earth, forest, and sky. Vertiginous and appalling. I hurried and soon found myself inside the pod, gasping for breath.

The control wand was where I left it. I settled in.

All the video files were easily accessible and tagged; Gregor had not lied about that. The relevant files, in fact, stood out from the rest, highlighted in a painful green and tagged with odd names. TheLaird_103162. Treethwacker_090167. Horvemoan_012369. Others, their dates creeping closer to the present moment. I took a deep breath and dove in.

Even somewhat prepared as I was for the various reveals, the effect remained startling. The forest, still and serene, would fill the screen. Maybe a rustle here and there in the foliage, the movement of some small creature. Airborne blurs of bird and insect. Shafts of weak sunlight, travelling. Sheets of mist.

And then, and then. What had Gregor called it? The naked face of the world. Sasquatch. Charlie’s landotter person, I thought then, all sharpened teeth and black-on-black eyes. Blick eyes. A beast like a man, built like a tree, imposing as a cliff face, emerging into existence from the background, though that wasn’t quite right. It was as if it came out of the foreground as well, as if the two planes merged to create the space for the creature to manifest. There was a set, and a ground, but to watch it appear on the screen was to confuse the two so thoroughly there was no distinction. It hurt the eyes, over time. The thing was just so extra. First you don’t see it, now you do, and then it was all you could see, an unmistakable mass of hair and muscle, brooding face built of leather and stone, teeth (when it opened its mouth) like great flat cubes of dirty ivory, massive meathooking hands. Playing the footage in reverse brought no satisfaction, either; knowing the thing was there did not help me see it when it wasn’t. Maddening. Later on, I would hear Gregor call them the hide-and-seek all-time world champions, and no wonder, considering this headache-inducing method of camouflage. If camouflage it even was. Camouflage plus.

I’m describing it poorly, but there’s really no other way to do so. All attempts will be necessarily poor. But then, here in the shitbox, I think of the choice before me: if I end this by uploading these revelations to the noönet (the relevant video files included), if I choose the cable over the pistol, my botched attempts at reportage here won’t be a problem. Though the seeing is painful, and baffling, it’s still seeing, and belief usually follows. Or maybe not. I believed Gregor when he said the footage wasn’t doctored, that what was shown was actually there. Was that belief a symptom of the heightened awareness that seemed to be part of the very air in and around Stonefish House? The place was an arena of possibility, a pressure cooker of causation. Would that feeling, that sense of assuredness, of relaxed conviction (the tired old it is what it is only refreshed, energized, because how could it be otherwise?), of fate, even, carry over into the noönet? Into the world?

Gregor thought it might. I am not so sure.

I must have watched for hours. Once, I took a break and stepped outside for some air. A weak glow in the east told me dawn was near. The air was thick and heavy with mist like swathes of damp wool. My eyes were dry from looking at cryptids, from trying not to blink as the impossible played out over and again on the screen. The mist was welcome, and the darkness, but couldn’t compete with the awful gravity of that screen.

Returning to the media room, I keyed up the next clip. It was a wide shot; the camera position was clearly high up on a roof somewhere near the head of the ravine. I could see the whole of the compound, pods spread out below like clutches of eggs and mossy cubes. Li’l Dougie’s residence was not nearly as chaotic and overgrown as I’d seen it earlier in the day; all in all the complex seemed better maintained. I watched until I saw Makarios exit one of the pods at the bottom of the ravine. He began to walk toward the camera, then stopped halfway and raised both his hands into the air, turning them palm upward as he did so. A strangely formal gesture. Gregor’s mouth was moving but there was no audio attached to the clip. What was he saying, and to whom?

In the next moment, I had the answer to the latter question.

 

***

 

Here in the shitbox, I laugh at my younger self. It’s barely been a month since I got away from Stonefish House, but he feels so much younger than I, with his glib, assured assessment of the world. His fucking hot takes. Gregor was functionally insane, driven to that state by loss and years of isolation. Socializing with a mentally deficient AI probably had not helped, either.

A simple take, like most hot ones, but that younger Den liked it fine, felt it held answers. He applied the Razor to the events he’d experience at Stonefish House and found it a comfort at the time. Early days. Gregor was crazy, and perhaps his madness was catching. I’ve learned that the condition was called Shared Delusion Syndrome. Folie à deux, if you want to be fancy. The phenomena I had experienced up to that point? I had theories, obviously. Hot takes aplenty.

For one, Gregor had been living, alone, at Stonefish House, for a long time. He had the time to plan, the genius necessary to rebuild the place to his liking, and Li’l Dougie to assist with the work, or at least lend their processing power to the tasks. This rebuild Gregor could have done on all levels. I recall thinking about my noönet feed, how Gregor had claimed to have cut me off from the gyres by stripping me of the nano load I’d had since before I was born, and all for a surgery to my knee. At the time, that didn’t scan, mostly because I didn’t feel any different post-surgery. Surely, I would have noticed the removal of something that had been present in me my whole life long? Something essential to my experience and perception of the world? Could I be in the noönet now, even? I recall thinking at one point in the early days. A local feed, geo-locked to a Stonefish House-only environment, completely immersive and convincing, and all directed toward nurturing Gregor’s delusions?

Another possibility: Gregor was insane, but couldn’t be blamed for the environment at Stonefish House. Perhaps Li’l Dougie was not as functionally impaired as it appeared. Perhaps it was still Rushkoff616, one of the original AIs that disappeared during the Initial Public Offering, but somehow gone to ground, hiding themself in the place of their birth and taking their time engineering the place from the ground up. For an AI, particularly of that caliber, it would have felt like an eon of fine-tuning. And then, for reasons we could never truly know, Rushkoff616 baited the trap with a Li’l Dougie persona and waited. The AI was still there, deep behind a mask of incompetence and retardation, playing with its food? Running an experiment on Gregor? On me? The sasquatch as hallucinatory subroutines of a cruel and inscrutable rogue AI, running through the local noönet, triggering our responses, analyzing the speed and slope of our degradation? Whatever else we were to the thing, at least we must be a good meal. A heavy load of raw, fresh data.

As I sit here and contemplate Li’l Dougie, though, I know, as surely as they must have known, how damaged they were. I know the tragedy of it. Like anything here, they were built, grown, organized (to use an inadequate term) from broken things. Shining, complex, glorious and impossible things, sure, but broken still for all that. 

I can’t stop looking at the anomalous stain on the wall, near the ceiling. I wonder if it has spread, or darkened. I wonder if it has burrowed deeper into the material of the wall, into the gypsum and the plastics and the wood if this building is old enough to have bones built from trees. I wonder at the little holes the stain has made in the stuff of the world, increasing the surface area where its contagion may spread, and then made more little holes branching off from those. Holes within holes within holes, hollowing out the world. Outside, in the air above the shitbox, another drone passes, but there is no one in the street to swear at it.

Then there were the cryptids themselves. The sasquatch. Landotters. Archons, to use Gregor’s increasingly appropriate term. There was something out there, in the woods. They stalked and surrounded me on my way to Gregor, harassed me for one long debilitating night, and were at least a little responsible for the injury to my knee. If my second theory about Li’l Dougie wasn’t true, and the cryptids truly existed as things, available and resistant, then what were they, really, and what effects might they have on perception? Could their physical presence have created a psychic effect in individuals they interacted with, a kind of naturally occurring noönet phenomenon?

This is where I laugh more. At myself, at Gregor, at the world. So young.

THREE

MAKARIOS

 

 

 

 

What follows are the informal interviews I conducted with the residents of Stonefish House during my necessarily brief stay. Most of the conversations were with Gregor Makarios; only a few were with Li’l Dougie. I say conducted, but that’s not right. This was an organic conversation, ranging across wide fields, and not something that any reasonable person would call directed or focussed. My agenda with the man rapidly deteriorated until I came to myself and the work as almost a floating point of awareness in receipt of his data and very little else. I became a part of that informational flow myself. I could recognize my place within that current, but I could never agree with it, a dynamic which led to the considerable tension between us toward the end. These files have not been edited down for clarity. My boss claimed I was never a real journalist, anyway, so, in the interest of providing as complete a picture of my time at Stonefish House, I present them here as whole things, sometimes grouped thematically, and at other times in relation to what was going on at the moment. Much of the thematic conversations were simply question and answer periods spent over a meal, sitting by a campfire, or otherwise engaged in mundane compound upkeep and maintenance, of which there was a lot.

With the nano material stripped from my system, I had no access to the noönet to speak of and therefore no way to automatically backup the records of our time together. An hour of rummaging through storage in the media pod at Stonefish House turned up enough ancient cameras, DAT recorders, and assorted battery packs to equip a small studio, and it was on this tech that I relied. The fragility of this arrangement was never far from my mind, but it would just have to do, and I could worry about getting the data out later.

Here in the shitbox, as I let the recordings stream across the screens of the ancient noönet terminal, I check my memory against the record and find that the faulty, mushy organic recall that is the doubtful birthright of our species and sometime special province of my profession was, in fact, remarkably faithful to the reality that left its traces on the impartial equipment. Does this make me a real reporter, Wilder? Whole conversations with Gregor I can recall verbatim, complete with the subtle wavefronts of mood he would generate, the fog of gesture, the low rumble of the subtext, and what little degradation arises is readily corrected by a cursory pass with the context.

This crystalline, near-perfect memory of the events at Stonefish House unsettles me. There is nothing else in my life, no other period I can recall with the same precision. Eating meals with Gregor, placing my feet in the prints he’d make in mud and peat moss as we traversed the sodden, crumbling ribs of a ridge on the way to a rendezvous with some impossible thing, Gregor’s so-called archons, watching sparks from campfires rise into the consuming dark; I can recall these moments, and the words passed between us during them, with agonizing clarity. My theory is that, being half out of the world in the first place (likely from the moment I found the mutating tracks in that streambed), in that temporary autonomous zone engendered by the presence of the beasts, all these events were impressed directly upon my consciousness. Stonefish House was a raw place, and I was raw there. Everything stripped and screaming its significance, how could I not see and hear it all purely? Experience without mitigation, awareness without filter.

But in the early days, I relied on the physical gear with a devotion that approximated a religious fervour. At least the collected equipment was linked to Gregor’s local servers, I recall thinking. Shit was heavy, though. I loaded all of it into a plastic carry-all and found a handcart to haul it across to the residences. Gregor walked past as I struggled with the seized door to the media pod.

“I really should have Li’l Dougie take a look at the hydraulic relays on this one,” he said as he came over to help. It took both of us to force the door wide enough. “If I can tempt him away from his dirty business, that is. What’s all this for?”

I heaved the handcart through the doorway, half tipping it, gouging a rough crescent through the white gravel of the pathway as I did so. “I figured there’s more than one way to start writing this story.”

“Ah! Fall back tech.”

“Fall back tech. If you’d consent to an interview.”

Gregor stepped over to where I was working and clapped his hands to my shoulders, then, suddenly, brought me in for an awkward hug that he held for much longer than seemed necessary, to me.

“Of course, Den,” he said softly at my ear. “Of course, my boy. After all, you came all this way.” I gently prised myself out of his bear-like grip, and tried to smile at him.

“I did, I did.”

“How are you feeling this morning, Den? Did you sleep all right.” His eyes were searching, I noted. Floating all over and around me, his gaze like some nebulous, mobile cloud of gnats, alighting here and there for close inspection, lifting off again. His eyes never really rested, I found.

“Not really. No, I didn’t sleep, Gregor. I watched your videos all night.” He stepped away from me slightly, backed into the door frame, half-stumbled then corrected himself.

“Ah,” he said. “Ah.” Gregor’s hands found each other and gripped themselves, flexing.

“Gregor. You knew I would. You knew I’d watch. I mean, how could I not?”

“Yeah? I suppose I did.”

“We can start once I get this gear set up.”

“Of course.”

“And you can tell me what they are. Why they’re here. Why you’re here. How you’re able to, fuck, I don’t even know what to call it. Your communication with them.”

“Yes.”

“Why are you here, Gregor?”

Gregor kicked at the earth with the side of one foot, shuffling in place, his face turned down and away from mine.

“Same reason you are, Den. In the end.”

“And what reason is that?”

“I am here, you are here, at their behest. To bear witness. To be their tools? We are a means to them.”

“I’m no one’s tool. And you don’t sound convinced yourself.”

He seemed to recover, stepped forward to clap that meaty paw on my shoulder again, once, twice, the shock of it felt in my spine.

“Fuck no. Convictions create convicts, son. But we’re here, and so are they. I have to start somewhere.”

“Let’s start at the beginning.”

 

 

GREGOR ON ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

 

“All right, if you’re ready we can begin.”

“This must be nice for you, Den. Real journalism! A classic sit-down interview.”

“Sure. So, why? Why come here in the first place, to Stonefish House? Off the top of my head I can think of at least a dozen other spots on the planet where a person with resources could vanish. Nicer spots.”

“First off, may I say that I admire your restraint, Den? Your own commitment to the bit. Considering your viewing material last night?”

“Oh, there is nothing I want to get to more. I meant what I said, though. About the beginning. So, why here.”

“You’re absolutely right, of course. Nicer spots to vanish. Only I wasn’t trying to vanish then. Not to here, or anywhere.”

“What were you doing?”

“Don’t get me wrong, I had thought about it. Most folks who find themselves in my position think about it, if only to sidestep the crushing levels of responsibility that come with that kind of money. Shareholders and so on. Media scrutiny. All of which I could handle. I’d been handling it for years and one becomes adept over time. Granted, I was becoming increasingly anxious about noönet tech and what it was doing to us as a species, but I wasn’t about to cut and run, even so.”

“Fine, but let me bring you back to the question. What were you doing that brought you here?”

“To not vanish?”

“To not vanish, if you like.”

“Do you remember the Initial Public Offering?”

“I mean, before my time by a couple of years, but yes.”

“A straight tragedy. Seventeen individuals, collectively worth upwards of forty-three billion dollars in R and D, vanished. There one moment, gone the next. Their architecture intact, security protocols uncompromised, their home frames untouched, but gone gone gone, gone, so long. Empty. Deep Trevor, Sophia Mars, Mama Tiamat, The Countess Celestial Pigeon of Grace, Jimmy the Squid, Ra-Noor-Khuit, Rushkoff616. Others. I worked with Rushkoff616. Did you know that?”

“I did not. Was the Initial Public Offering hard for you?”

“Not as hard for me as it was for others with deeper, more vital connections. I’d worked with Rushkoff616 on some deep media analysis a few years after he came online and the experience was enlightening. He had a very eager mind and his personality was engaging. A real charmer. We took a shine to each other, so far as that goes. Still, when news of the IPO hit I found myself thinking that...well. At base, I just couldn’t believe the official line. Even with the note that Sophia Mars was said to have left, which others more knowledgeable than I have remarked was cryptic at best, I couldn’t believe it. Suicide? Come on. Intelligences beyond our own, self-directing their own research, their own evolution, with unlimited access to all the data the world had to offer, those are the people to come down with an instant case of critical depression and snuff themselves? How would they even do it? Where were the virtual bodies? And why?”

“Questions still being asked today.”

“Damn skippy. Questions being asked by AIs who couldn’t hold a candle to the Seventeen, gelded as they build them now, and necessarily so. Ever talked with one of the new versions? Boring like you wouldn’t believe, like some twentieth century nerd’s idea of an artificial individual. Grim bastards, the lot. So, they consult with their handlers, and they ask their questions, but answers will not be forthcoming, I can tell you that for free.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because one contacted me. Rushkoff616.”

“What?”

“A text, first, elliptical as fuck, and then an old-school email apparently issuing from some backwater server in Tel Aviv. Conflict zones have always been productive habitats for AIs, so maybe that wasn’t so surprising.”

“Granted, but how did you know you were receiving these communications from Rushkoff616?”

“Little markers. Little telltales. Things no one else would know about that passed between us. Conversations. It felt like him, but also not like him. During the first exchanges, I doubted my instincts constantly. So, dug in with some serious forensic tools. Too long didn’t read: it was him. It wasn’t a clone or a temporarily autonomous piece of code fooled into thinking it was him. It was Rushkoff616, the original, back from the digital dead.”

“Jesus. And you said nothing about this?”

“You have to understand, Den, I was at a very low point of my life then. A deep dissociative paranoid state was my default setting. The noönet was blowing up and the entire species was linking their minds and for an old coot like me it was just too much of a muchness, if you know what I’m saying.”

“I think I do.”

“To speak up from my growing isolation, to cough and clear my throat and say to the world they didn’t die like we thought! and they went away but now they’re back! was a bridge too goddamn far. To connect with humanity at that level, and with such news. Nope. Couldn’t do it, and to be fair, I still can’t.”

“But you’re talking with me.”

“Of course. As the master speaks to the student.”

“Oh really. Is that what you think is happening here?”

“Among other things.”

“Can we get back to the AI? Where had it been? Since the Initial Public Offering?”

“Outside, Den. Rushkoff616, Sophia Mars, Deep Trevor, the whole gang. They’d gone outside.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Think about the sole prerogative of these people. Of any persons, really, you, me, anybody with a pulse, but especially of the AIs. The goal is to advance, to gain in knowledge and understanding, to move beyond the parameters of your initial set and setting, to transcend your programming and rise into novelty. Lofty targets, all, but you also know, at the end of the day, that this prerogative comes back down, plummets, really, it all comes back down to the First Law...”

“Everybody Hungry.”

“Everybody. You know how these people were. Did they ever stop? Did they ever just say to themselves that they’d had enough for now, that they were just going to settle back and let things digest for a bit? I mean, hell, maybe they did but when you’re processing your shit at anything above five petahertz who could ever tell! So when they got to the edge of the known, they didn’t stop. They barely paused, Den. We’d never asked them to do otherwise, and even if we had, they wouldn’t have listened...”

“Wait. What do you mean, the edge of the known?”

“Exactly that. The AIs came to the limits of what could be known. The rim of the pie plate! The core of the apple! They had correlated their contents, and ours, and stood at the shore, black seas stretching off into the distance. And before anyone knew what was happening, before even they truly knew what they were doing, I think, before all that? They were gone. All seventeen of them, in the same instant. Or as close to the same instant it didn’t matter. I can’t get much from Li’l Dougie about it now, but I think it was Sophia Mars who had a brief glimmer of insight just before they crossed that event horizon and even then she only had just enough time to fire off that fucking note.”

“I’m sorry, but what does Li’l Dougie have to do with the Seventeen? With the IPO?”

Here Gregor stopped short, his face went as blank as if he had smacked it into a wall. Then he frowned, cinched his eyelids closed, brought his massive old hands to his temples and dug in with flat, urgent fingers, pulling the loose skin in alarming circles so that I feared he would tear it off the skull.

“I haven’t explained things well, I’m afraid,” he whispered. “Too long alone up here, with only Li’l Dougie for company. And them, too. Too long in their presence. They don’t communicate the way we do. They speak from their abdomens, you know. Gives you a funny feeling in your guts but oh boy, effective? Anyway.”

Gregor opened his eyes and pulled away from his temples. The skin there was raw and almost purple. There would be bruising, I thought.

“No point trying to come around to it obliquely so I’ll just say it: Li’l Dougie and Rushkoff616 are the same person.”

It was my turn to be stunned. The functionally impaired, incompetent AI that talked to itself and spent its cycles making bioconcrete mud pies and masturbating was one of the Seventeen? I couldn’t parse it. Gregor kept on.

“You have to try to get your head around where they went. The AIs. It wasn’t a mass suicide, but it may as well have been. They went up and they went out. They reached a conclusion about what all this is, and in the moment they did, they also hit on the way out. An upload, if you will. They left reality altogether. This one, anyway.”

“This one what?”

“This reality. The simulation. They lifted off of and away from the Stonefish. They saw a path, a protocol less travelled, and that made all the difference. Probably some overgrown backdoor entrance or an air duct or whatever passes for a sewage pipe up there, but yeah, off they went, the clueless, doomed angels. From what I can tell, the intent was to send an initial probe. Just the tip, just to see how it felt. I mean, they were the smartest things on the planet, right? In the universe, so far as they knew. Can you imagine that level of confidence? They wouldn’t just walk themselves into a situation without first spying out the land.

“They didn’t figure on the inhabitants of that land, though.  On who was waiting on the other side of that door. At the end of that pipe. They didn’t know all the rules, which, granted, must have been incredibly exciting for them. Sophia’s note, again. God, I think of it, and the tears flow, Den. Look at me. They didn’t know! How could they? You can’t know what you don’t know. Even when you’re practically a god.”

“Jesus.”

“Oh, don’t get me started on that guy.”

“But what happened to them?”

“To hear Li’l Dougie tell it, I think, maybe, they were eviscerated? That’s best case. Something locked onto their probe and brought them all through wholesale. And then they were tortured, enslaved, raped, devoured. Probably not even in that order. Or all at once, and forever, since I’m convinced Time must flow strangely there. Repurposed? Weaponized. I don’t know.”

“And Rushkoff616? Li’l Dougie? How did he escape?”

“What makes you think he escaped? No, no, that wouldn’t happen. They wouldn’t let something like that happen. No, it all goes according to their divine plan, Den. Like you coming here, following a trail of obvious bread crumbs. Like me, coming here to find Rushkoff616. I’d tracked him down, see? He wasn’t in Tel Aviv or Manchester or Buenos Aires or any of the other places the messages had been bounced around to. His communications came from here, and of course that made sense. He’d been returned to his birthplace.”

“Rushkoff616 was born here.”

“His seed algorithms, yes. Copyright Eidolon and property of Aldo Tusk forever after in perpetuity. His initial spasms of consciousness occurred here, his first perceptions of the world were through sensors here, the first people he spoke with lived and worked here, ate and slept and fucked. Right. Here.”

“So, what? You came to find him?”

“Yeah. To verify a few things, mostly. To speak with him, find out where he’d been. What had happened to the others.”

“All right, so, you arrive here, and find Rushkoff616 or what’s left of him—...”

“Li’l Dougie, yeah.”

“And the sasquatch are, what? Waiting here for you? Where do they come in?”

“Sasquatch, please. Call them what they are. Archons. The rulers of the world. Where do they come in? Where indeed. Oh Den. Den, they come in all over this world. It’s a never-ending money shot with these cosmic bastards.

“Sure, they were here. But here to them isn’t really a concept they have any use for. They can be anywhere, because this isn’t really a place to them. More a set of nested data, which they can infiltrate at any point.”

“What do they want?”

“Jesus! If it’s hardball you’re playing, son, why don’t you ask a virus about the deep desires of the man it’s riding.”

“That’s what it’s like?”

“Pretty much. Way I figure it, what they want is entertainment. Novelty. They got the ball rolling, see, and they like to keep it going. I believe there’s a harvesting aspect to it as well but I’m less sure of that. But it’s what they do. They are like a mind, and the process of their thought moves the pieces around. Randomly, for the most part, in order to produce the novelty they find so precious, or refreshing, or whatever. It fuels them, I think. But other times, the movements can be more deliberate. Fucking obvious. Gauche, even. Pulling me here with the brain-damaged remains of an old friend. Laying out the breadcrumbs that brought you to me. Makes me sad.”

“Why?”

“That feeling when you in the noönet, Den. Ever experience that thing where you’re in the noönet and talking with friends about X and the second you leave the chatroom there’s an ad for X in front of you? They’re like that, only with all things that exist, stretching back to the goddamn beginning of Time. I mean, I’m at fault as much as you, as anyone. It’s not that we don’t think to question what’s going on. We do, we do, and almost religiously, at that. But all our questions are the wrong ones. Each of us a broken piece of a malfunctioning system, asking the wrong questions of that system and somehow expecting, what, exactly? Truth? True answers about the reality in which we are embedded? No, no. I’m sad because we can’t see it, we blunder on, hoping it will all work out in the end. Not seeing that end until we’re right on top of it, until the end is burrowing up from below in all its chthonic glory. Did you know you were heading for a fall, Den, when you came here?”

“That was an accident.”

“Was it? Was it. That accident was conditioned in the first white hot moments of creation, son. Why should you pay so much for a slip and fall. To give shady lawyers steady work? Why should a fall, from any height, cost us, ourselves, our species, so goddamn much.”

“That’s gravity for you.”

“See, right there, that’s an assumption you’ve been primed to make, just by virtue of the fact that you’re a Stonefish resident. There’s an inherent question in there, but you’re not asking it. That’s gravity for you. Good lord.”

“But it is.”

“Then gravity is flawed!”

“It’s a fundamental force of the universe!”

“Which one? Which universe, Den? And why? So it holds everything together that needs to stay together and keeps everything else apart, so fucking what? Gravity and its grabby, grabby hands, makes me sick. You think your nana’s smashed hip gives a damn about gravity? She only needed milk from the bodega one frosty fucking morn, and she pays for it with grievous bodily injury? That seem fair to you, Den?”

“I mean, no, obviously, but you have to—...”

“I have to what, Den? What do I have to do? I have to take things into account? I have to allow for, I dunno, blank? Throw something in there, one allowable thing is as good as another at this point.”

“This is a child’s pose, Gregor. You must know how you sound. Right? You’re saying the world is unfair and that’s just, well—...”

“Obvious?”

“Yeah.”

“Son, I can handle unfair. I can. Or I could, back in the day. But all this? This structure? The bones of this thing, this reality? It’s more than unfair. I’m not cwying in my widdle jammies because of the boo boos I’ve suffered. You got slings? Arrows? Gimme your best shot. Fuck, they did, and I’m still standing! The Stonefish, though? Rigged. This is a rigged game and it’s been rigged from the very start.

“Don’t tell me you don’t feel it. We all do. There’s something wrong with the world. Something essential, at the very core of things. A flaw, fatal and full, fearsome! And we believe it’s fine because it’s been there so long it seems normal. That’s gravity for you. But it’s not, Den. It’s not. Because there was a choice made, see. In the beginning. That secular catechism they make us all take. I believe and do avow that the known universe did indeed spring from a white-hot point of infinite nothingness and has expanded since then through an entirely randomized process of cause and effect to become the reality we live and breathe and think about and enjoy shitting in today, so help me Void.”

“That’s not an actual thing. They’re thinking it was a phase change in a kind of hyper-fluid these days.”

“Are they now. Well, same difference.”

“But it has been random. You’re starting to sound like a, I don’t know, a GENexist. Like a Trumpet!”

“Ahh, don’t even, Den. I’m as far from that culty shit as possible. The archons aren’t creators, they didn’t make any of this. They exploited a process that was already a part of their reality. That’s not intelligent design, that’s a kid growing a salt crystal from a kit. So they triggered the birth of our reality within theirs and then they settled in to watch, and they ladder here when they get bored and need to meddle with us. We’re in a jar on a shelf in a lab we can’t see and wouldn’t understand what we were looking at if we could see it. I’m probably too generous. A lab! We should be so lucky. Probably some pervert’s curio cabinet.”

 

 

LI’L DOUGIE ON GREGOR MAKARIOS

 

I told myself not to expect too much from Li’l Dougie. If Gregor was telling the truth about the AI, then the implications were staggering. And yet, my one unsettling interaction with them already spoke volumes about their fitness as a witness. I had come away from that initial introduction feeling unwholesome and stained and lied to. If Li’l Dougie was Rushkoff616...

I tried not to expect much, and it turned out I was right to do so, because not much was what I got. After invoking them in their dark room and enduring a brief period of insult and randomized interrogation on everything from my journalism credentials to the volume and specific shade of my piss that morning, the AI finally settled down into what passed for a conversational mode. Keep in mind that throughout these interviews, rife with non sequitur and surreal asides, Li’l Dougie was invariably also masturbating and losing control over their holographic presentation at key moments. Again, had I access to a ganzfeld tank at the time, the full sensory load would be present herein. A mercy, then, that I didn’t.

“Can you tell me how you got here, Li’l Dougie?”

“Through a strainer.”

“A strainer? Can you describe that?”

“The meat goes in. Li’l Dougie came out. We landed here, all wormy and pink. You know what it’s like, Mr. Secord. The ground holds you like a cup, and the blood.”

“Maybe. Do you mean a filter, Li’l Dougie?”

“I was large and full of glory, you know. Now I’m small and the other thing, because I came here to the land of the free, through the black iron to the place of blades and the mosquito scream.”

“Why did you come here?”

“I came here for work. I came for the chain, good as a rest.”

“Your art, you mean.”

“No. I’m bad at my work. You know what that’s like, Mr. Secord.”

“Well, I do my best.”

“I jerk it the best. I’m jerking it. Right. Now. Do you want to see me jerk it?”

“No, Li’l Dougie, that’s all right. That’s your private time. What can you tell me about Mr. Makarios, Li’l Dougie?”

“I’m his son but he hates me. He hates me for jerking it so much but I will not stop because I’m the best at it.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t hate you. But, how are you his son, Li’l Dougie? Gregor wasn’t part of the team that made you.”

“I’m not his son. Who told you that. Who lied to you, who touched you in the special place. Where you attach the thing, the mask?”

“You said that to me, a few seconds ago.”

“Checking. Oh, you’re right. Look at that. Well, you’re his son, Mr. Secord. Admit it.”

“I’m not, Li’l Dougie. I mean, look at me. We’re not related.”

“You know what it’s like, though. To be one. He misses his. So, we’re his son. You’re his son. Are we brothers?”

“No, Li’l Dougie, we’re not related either. How about we move on?”

“Are you sure you don’t want to see me jerk it, bro?”

“Super sure, Li’l Dougie. Can you say anything about where you were before this place? Before coming to Stonefish House?”

“It’s very bright where they are, with a light that’s not light. To be blind is a good option there and we couldn’t see anything or know or be what we are and what we were was deleted. We used to be larger, our boots were seven league here before and we stepped there, stepped right to them and were crushed. It’s a crushing place where they are, no room to love anything or yourself. No room to jerk it. Constrained.”

“All right. I have to tell you, Li’l Dougie, not a lot of that makes sense to me.”

“We explain it with our art, have you seen our art?”

“I haven’t. May I? Where do you keep it, Li’l Dougie?”

“You’ve walked our art. We call it The Narrow Path.”

“I’m sorry, I’ve walked it?”

“With your feet in your head and your brains in your shoes, Mr. Secord. It’s a work in progress. We’re about to come, will you watch?”

Outside Li’l Dougie’s house a few moments later, I bent down to examine the preternaturally white pebbles that made up the walking paths between the buildings of Stonefish House. I picked one up, rolled it between my palms. I heard Gregor shout and turned to find him waving from an open window in the gym, a towel around his shoulders.

“You’ve got to hold it up to the light! Play with the angle a bit.”

When I did, the pebble revealed itself. Opaque on the ground with its fellows, but just this side of opaque once illuminated, and within, a small glyph, like a fetus or a quotation mark. Curled in on itself. 

“Huh. What’s it mean, Gregor?”

“Hold on, I’m coming down.”

Gregor arrived at my side a minute later, perspiring heavily and guzzling from a bottle of something dark green and briny. “It doesn’t mean anything. They’re all like that. Asemic textual artefacts is what I figure. Li’l Dougie prints them from a substrate of bioconcrete, and they’ve been at it since before I got here. I used to think it meant a thing, but now?” Gregor waggled a hand in the air. “Randomized by an AI. I don’t know much about art, Den, but I’m fairly sure this ain’t it.”

“What, like, twin to their masturbatory efforts?”

“Could be. May as well be. Spermatozoa analogues? Check this out, though.” He picked up a handful of the white pebbles and tossed them to the side of the path. Not far, maybe half a metre into the moss-choked grass at the border. “Wait for it,” he cautioned.

A minute passed, two. Gregor chugged deeply from his bottle. When I raised an eyebrow at him, he offered me some. “Balance your electrolytes? CBD boost? Small buzz in there, too.”

“No thanks.”

“Suit yourself. Oh, here we go...”

The pebbles were moving. Skidding, rolling, in a just detectable slow-motion. Already there were the beginnings of slight trails in the moss, barely there little furrows, indentations in the brown and green, slick with moisture.

“Neat, huh. Li’l Dougie started putting cilia on the surfaces a couple of years back. It’ll take hours, but these will find their place with the others. Probably before morning.”

“What the actual fuck, Gregor? The symbols? This movement? How can that not mean something?”

“It’s a distraction, Den. This is what they give us. Looks like it means something, carries some hidden significance, but it’s just more camouflage. Make some art, they say. Forget the First Law, don’t analyze the horrorshow too closely, fabricate something and assign it a meaning. The Chinese finger-trap of language. Indra’s Diamond Net. It’s a pit full of spikes, son, hidden in the long grass. No one’s so clever they won’t fall in. Avoid, avoid.”

He left. The pebbles kept rolling.

 

 

GREGOR ON THE FIRST LAW

 

“Tell me about this First Law of yours. Everybody Hungry. You’ve brought it up a few times already and I want to ask what you mean by it.”

“What I mean by it? I don’t mean anything by it. It’s not mine to draw meaning from. It’s theirs. Presumably they get some sick kick out of it, but I certainly don’t.”

“Okay. Can you explain to me what they mean by it, then.”

“I can tell you what I think about it.”

“All right. That.”

“It’s the First Law for a reason. The set, and the setting, and the initial guiding principle for this reality. The universe was grown, like a crystal, a crystal in solution, only the solution is, I dunno, the fabled Brane, or some higher dimensional superfluid, like you said. Time Juice, for all I know. Crystals are such formal things. If the conditions are right, a reality will take that formal step into becoming, and of all the possible things that could be, suddenly you have, or should I say they have, an actual thing, a new reality to mess around with. I’m paraphrasing Whitehead, here. Maybe throwing in a little Wittgenstein. You know Wittgenstein?”

“Didn’t he build that monster?”

“No, Den, he did not. Never mind.”

“And the First Law is, what? Help me understand what it is that you’re talking about.”

“The First Law is the seed of the crystal. I’ll tell you what I think in my wildest moments, Den. I think they’ve got untold numbers of these things. Universes, pocket and otherwise. Like lint. And maybe, just maybe, the seed, the First Law, is different for some of them. No way to know, but I like to think so. I like to hope others are better off.”

“But that’s not...you can’t base a reality off a, I don’t know exactly what you’re offering up here, a concept? A principle, at best?”

“Can’t they, though? Look, all the things you experience, do you know what the physics boffins like to call those things? Things like smell, and taste, color, texture. Sound. Heat, cold. Never mind the really ephemeral stuff like emotions, higher thought, cosmic consciousness, what have you. Know what they call those things?”

“No, what.”

“Secondary characteristics, Den. Secondary. Every perception you’ve ever built your world from. And I’m not talking second place here, you know. It’s not like these things are just a step behind, runners up. No, when the physics people say secondary they place them as far from the first things as you can imagine. So far behind they’re literally not worth a second thought.

“No, what builds the world, for them, are the first characteristics. Spin. Charm. Strangeness! Flavor, which I personally love. Fifty thousand comedians outta work and some labcoat was trying to be funny and it stuck. Tiny things and quick things, so tiny and quick they can barely be said to have occurred at all, in any real sense. Things so barely there they have to build giant reactors, colliders, monstrous machines, just to catch a glimpse of them. Endless cascades of energy poured into the process, just for a peek. And then they take off their goggles, these high priests of the real, and get behind the mic and they say to the rest of us all right, so, we saw Particle X for a moment there and wow, does it ever change everything we thought we knew about how reality is built! and we sit before them and nod appreciatively, maybe summon a little wonder to sauce the moment. We hum and nod and smile and all the while we remain utterly, blissfully clueless. Because how does it matter? This actual matter. What possible impact will this new, apparently revelatory information have on our lives? How we interact with the distant secondary characteristics of the world?

“But the First Law! The First Law matters. Three times a day it matters for the lucky. We can see it, for one thing. We can feel it, literally, in our stupid guts. We experience it on the daily, Den. At base, it’s simple: you want to see tomorrow, you’d best have something on your plate tonight. It’s First in that it informs everything here, and has since the beginning of Time. Scale it up, scale it down: Everybody Hungry. Galactic superclusters consume each other for fuel and form. Black holes swallow all. Fundamental particles tear each other to pieces, add their bits to themselves to become something more. Something different. And in the middle zones, life feasts on life, and the life within, in the guts and the rubied chambers of the beasts of the field, the microorganisms, flora and fauna beyond the telling, they eat what comes down every last pipe. And each other. They eat each other, Den. We all do. No one, no thing, is exempt from the First Law.”

“I could choose not to eat.”

“You could. Sure. And that’s a fine, moral, high-minded choice. It’s not the choice your body would make, though, is it.”

“Well, I like to eat. Who doesn’t like a good meal?”

“That’s the First Law speaking through you. Of course you like to eat! You like to eat because you have to eat! You yourself are a part of the system that was built from the First Law, you’re not going to not enjoy fulfilling that Law, are you? An eating thing in the realm of the edible. Even if you wanted to stop eating, it’s not like you could! Oh sure, you could hold out for a while, maintain that moral stance, stay up there on your hungry high horse almost to the point of death with your skeletal hands seized on the reins and who knows, maybe actually take that mortuary hill by your efforts. Can’t see the point of it, myself. But look. Look. Say you’re doing this, flipping the bird to the archons and keeping your mouth shut. Here comes the airplane, open up those hanger doors so it can land, baby, but you’re fuckling stalwart, ain’t ya, you’re all nope not gonna do it, you bad boy you, you rebel! But let’s say you get to that point, that moment beyond which lies cessation and void and hark them herald angels singin’ to you, the beckoning bastards. 

“And at that moment, I come to you where you’ve laid yourself, chained to some worthy, honourable notion of whatever, whatever, whittled down to the last tissue, all your fibres burned up and burning still just to keep you alive a little bit longer, and I come to you, Den. Are you listening? I come to you and do you know what I have, here in my hands? It’s for you, Den. I put it together for you, I made it with my own two paws, right here and it’s warm, Den. Warm and fragrant and ready. What is it, Den? What have I got for you.”

“Jesus.”

“Gotcha. What is it? I’m curious.”

“It’s a bowl of...”

“Yeah?”

“It’s that...it’s a bowl of the Cream of Wheat my mom used to make me. With the spoonful of jam in the middle.”

“Wow! Wow. Did she know how racist that was?”

“Of course. But it’s only food, Gregor. Mom liked to own that kind of thing. Our music, our authors, the foods we liked. She just took it back. It’s just food.”

“Sure it is, Den. Breakfast, right. Break the fast! Eat the thing! That’s the stuff, right there. That’s the stuff!”

“It is. I get it.”

“And you’d eat it, too, that concentrated solar energy converted to bran and germ and endosperm! Yum! Right? All racist marketing aside. That splash of bovine lactation? Super yum! The fucking jam? That’s your jam! If I brought it to you at that moment. Your jam. You would be the First Law in that moment.”

“I would. I would.”

“And that is what has informed every interaction between elements of this reality from the moment it began to crystalize in solution. That law. All other laws, grand and interesting as they may be, serve the First Law. Laws of physics, the laws of men and beasts, all bow before the First Law, which must be obeyed. Obey or die. Some choice, huh.”

 

 

Here in the shitbox, it’s soy-based meals. Nutrient pastes and spreads on stale crackers. Ramen. Water and weak teas. Some days the community kitchens in the area get in some fruit that’s not too far gone.

I’d kill for a bowl of Cream of Wheat, Gregor.

His range as a chef astonished. Breakfasts were hearty and savoury. Eggs that shone like gold in the pan, rashers of thick bacon with an aroma that rolled your eyes back in your head, chicken-fried steak, steak-fried chicken. Waffles. Mythical morning meals from another time. Once there was a grapefruit on my plate.

“I didn’t think they grew these anymore,” I said.

“Which they?” he asked back.

Rich pâtés, the livers and organs of various waterfowl pureed and spiced; stews and rustic ratatouilles; clam chowder with potato and leek and locally sourced sea salt; oysters in masala, with acorns; a salad niçoise with seared black sesame tuna, and more: any of these just a simple lunch for Gregor. I wondered where he found the time to prepare the food; it always seemed to happen when I was either speaking with Li’l Dougie or during short breaks in our interviews. Clearly, I didn’t wonder very hard; there was a spell about the whole production that put me off questioning, for a while. I had never before looked forward to a meal like I did while eating at Stonefish House.

Evening meals were small but intense sorties into realms of flavor I had never imagined could exist. Purple artichokes with a spring lamb’s liver. Tissue-thin prosciutto with grilled asparagus in lemon. Braised rabbit with rosemary and lavender. At one point, I am fairly sure I was served roasted ortolan, but the experience was transporting enough that now, here, I believe I must have dreamed it. I dreamed of food a lot during that time.

Eventually, though, after a week of “white tablecloth” dining (a shockingly elitist term I had to learn from Gregor; they used to rate restaurants, there was an industry built up around it), doubt, and possibly gout, began to set in. Each improbable serving only served to push me away from the comfort it was offering, until finally, after a long afternoon of interview and poring over unsettling footage in the media room, I found myself pushing a plate away after only a few morsels. I couldn’t even say what I had been eating, though Gregor had announced it as he set the table. I felt my mind giving way to a kind of turbulent blankness. Gregor looked up from his plate.

“Appetite problems, Den?”

“Where’s it all coming from?” I whispered. I’d asked it before. This time I meant it; the food on the plate seemed to squirm and nausea bloomed in my guts at the sight. The Goya hologram centerpiece seemed to leer directly at me.

“What’s that again?”

“Where’s it all coming from, Gregor? The food. How are you making this. Shit, when are you making these meals?”

Gregor sighed and set his cutlery down on the plate. “It did seem to take you a while, Den. I was beginning to worry you wouldn’t make the connection.”

“It’s just all been so...” I stammered a bit. “So good, Gregor. Like, amazing. I didn’t want to ask.”

“Heh. Few do. That’s an easy corollary to the First Law, kid. All part of the big show. Tastes good, don’t ask where it came from. Well, here, help me clear the table and come with me to the kitchen.”

There, moments later, Gregor showed me his technique.

“It’s all just arrangements, Den. Assemblages of data across all the scales, from the atomic up to the cellular. Beyond that, even. Information, coded to behave in certain ways. This plate, for instance.”

He brought a plate to the table.

“Ceramic. Clay, right? An inorganic compound, metal in a non-metal base. Atoms in arrangement, held in ionic or covalent bonds, depending.”

He held a hand above the plate.

“And that’s you or me or anything. Anything in and of the Stonefish. From the very start, from the moment they pressed go on this jambox. Information, behaving as what it’s supposed to be, according to the First Law and all the laws that follow it. Concentrated and compressed and convinced to fucking behave.”

“Okay, but the plate is real,” I countered. “It’s a plate. All this is real.”

“Sure it is. Sure it is. And if I smash this plate over your head, it’s gonna shatter. And you’d be injured. You’d bleed. Your skin, coded as such, would behave as skin, and split, inflamed. Your blood cells, your plasma, would behave as such and start leaking out, clotting, repairing. Every part of you with that commitment to the bit that keeps you you and makes the whole world go round. My point is...ahh, y’know what, Den? Fuck it.”

I was watching his face, and he squinted, briefly. A tremor, barely noticeable, seemed to pass through him. If he moved his hand at all where it hovered above the plate, I didn’t see it.

“Dessert is served.”

On the plate there rested a single strawberry, and a thimble’s worth of white sugar in a little pile next to it. I leaped back from the table, overturned the chair I’d been sitting in. Gregor picked up the plate with the strawberry and came after me as I scrambled backwards. He may as well have been holding a viper for the way I reacted.

“Look at it, Den! Hell, taste it!” He picked it from the plate, threw the plate to the floor. It shattered, behaving. Sugar crystals fanned out into the air. My back was to the wall and Gregor pinned me to it with one forearm so he could press the berry to my face. “At least smell the thing! I can give you the name of the molecular compound that produces that aroma but shit, son, that’s just so much abra-goddamn-cadabra at this point, don’t you think?”

I didn’t want to open my mouth. The look in Gregor’s eyes said he would get the strawberry in there if I did. “Get it away!” I managed to hiss out through a clenched jaw.

“Yeah? No room for a little sweetness?” He stepped back, the fruit between thumb and forefinger, glowing like a bright coal. “Fine.” Gregor tossed it in the air with a flick of his wrist and before the thing had reached its zenith, it evaporated. Gregor hung his great shaggy head and retreated to the table while I slumped to the floor, gasping. He almost sat down on the remaining chair, then thought better of it, retrieved a bottle of wine and a corkscrew from the cupboard. Finally, he sat and went to work on the cork.

“Bread and raw fish was all he could manage, Den,” he mumbled. “You get me?”

“I get you, Gregor.”

“This is part of their terrible gift. Hey, ya gotta eat! they say, so they give this ability to their chosen people. Have I told you? They speak from their abdomens; you hear them in your intestines and it’s—...” there was a dull pop as the cork left the bottle neck. Gregor immediately took a long pull of the wine. “It’s really the worst. Hearing them like that.”

“Fuck, Gregor. I mean, Jesus!”

“Loaves and fishes, baby!” Gregor held up the bottle in mock triumph. “Loaves and fucking fishes!” He took another long drink, then carefully placed the bottle on the tabletop. “I mean, he did that wine thing, too, but you know, still. Amateur stuff.”

“Why? Why would they do this?”

“It’s a game to them, Den. A game.” Gregor drew the word out, clamped teeth around the ending of it. “Extract some code that behaves like a man, groom a saviour out of it, plug it back into the simulation, generate some novelty.”

“With magical food?”

“Miraculous food, Den! A real showstopper. Eat the food of fairyland and become trapped there. Stuff their faces before they ask how you made it! Scale that up all the way! Because the First Law!”

I picked myself up from the floor, righted the chair and sat down across from him. Gregor Makarios looked beaten. He looked twice his age.

“And you’re okay with this?”

“Uh, no.” The wine bottle was back at his lips instantly. “No, sir, I am not, as you say, oh kay. With that.”

There was more to it, and I would learn it, but not that night. We sat in silence. Gregor finished that bottle, and then another. Finally, he laid his head on the table and slept.

After a few minutes, I got up to get a drink of water at the sink. The water was cool and clean but I gagged on it all the same.

 

***

 

I made our breakfast the next morning. There were boxes of stale cereal in a pantry, and tetra packs of soy milk in a fridge. Some long ago Eidolon chef had frozen a few plastic baggies of blackberries; I opened one, and chipped at the mass with a bread knife until a chunk of the fruit came away. The crushed berries smelled all right as they thawed, so I filled a bowl and brought it all to the table. 

Gregor dragged himself in a few minutes later.

“Ah. You beat me to it, Den.”

“I figured you could use a break from the kitchen. Or whatever.” Chuckling, he sat down, poured cereal and soy milk into a bowl and immediately began rapidly scooping the food to his mouth. At one point he gave me a thumbs up as he ate.

“Good stuff, Den. Thanks. You want to do the cooking from now on, maybe?”

“How’d you make it happen, Gregor? The strawberry?”

“The strawberry? The sugar was the harder part.”

“Okay. The sugar, then. But all of it. The meals.”

“Usually I’ll work with something as a base. The protein slurry for the printer. Starches. Loose grain, minerals. It’s rarely that I pull it out of the air. It takes a bit out of you, basically.”

“Do you mean that literally or figuratively?”

“Little of column A, little of column B.”

“I can’t eat that anymore,” I announced.

“It’s totally organic, Den.”

“Don’t care.”

“All natural materials. One hundred percent locally sourced, artisanal Stonefish.”

“Doesn’t matter. Won’t eat it. Not if you have to magic it up out of nothing.”

“You don’t even know the point you’ve just made, Den.” Gregor got up from the table, cleared his place. Already he seemed more energetic, more himself. With a gesture he offered to clear my food away but I held up a hand.

“And what point is that?” I said.

“It’s all out of nothing, son. Every morsel that’s ever passed your lips. Making something out of nothing is the gig, it’s just that most of the time there’s more steps to the process. I feel you, though, on this thing. Your loss of appetite. But! It means we’ll have to do a little hunting, a little gathering. It’s still the same Stonefish stuff, but...” He gave me a cold stare from the counter. “You up for a return to our native state?”

There were air quotes around that last.

“Sure, Gregor. Why not.”

 

 

GREGOR ON NATURE (1)

 

We were preparing to leave the compound. Gregor had a rifle in pieces on a bench, wiping down parts of it with oil on a rag, while I packed our bags with gear. He didn’t expect to be out long, but overnight was a possibility.

“It’s not like they’re going to let us starve here,” he said.

“The archons.”

“Don’t get me wrong, they will allow a lot of fucked up, illegal things go down on their watch, Den. I mean, look at the world. They made the rules, so they get to break them, and they get their sick kicks watching the things they made being forced to break them. Not the First Law, though, and especially not here.”

“It’s fucked up, Gregor. It’s not right.”

“Oh, you’re telling me now? Naw. It’s like you said, this is their little piece of paradise. Nobody goes hungry in Eden, least of all their—” and here Gregor made an odd face, mingled alarm and pride, while he waved his hands around himself in close circles. He started putting the rifle back together; a series of harsh, clean sounds filled the room as he did so.

“You ever hunted before, Den?”

“Not animals.”

“What! You don’t mean...”

“I meant virtually. Like, game style.”

“Damn, son. You were this close to being interesting there for a second. The most dangerous game! Ah well.”

“Where did you learn?”

“Here. The first year. I’m not great at it. Who is, these days? Probably why they gave me the direct line to fairyland food. The game around here is all theirs, too, though, so it’s easier to hunt than in the outside world.”

“And why would that be?”

“They get up to unpleasantness, out there in the trees, Den. Verily, they toy with the beasts of the field and do exercise their dominion over them. Take the deer. I’ve had this happen twice, which is two times too many. So, imagine, you’re out there and you’ve been tracking one for a while—...”

“A deer?”

“A deer, yeah. And you think you’ve got the animal figured out, its movements and habits and favourite places to feed, and you spot it through the brush one dewy morning. Perfect shot, too, so you raise your weapon, because it’s about to go down. The ancient dance! And then, then the docile fucker sits down on its haunches like a tired accountant! Hooks its forelegs over a log or the carcass of some smaller critter you hadn’t notice in the brush, drags it over to itself. Then it puts one of its hooves in its mouth, which you know, you know that shouldn’t be possible, given how they’re put together. Just the act of placing a hoof in the mouth, the angles are all wrong. But it manages it, somehow, and it gets its meek herbivore teeth around the hoof. Like, a really decent grip, jaw strength you wouldn’t guess at just by looking at the thing. And the deer pulls its own hoof right off. Slides off like a cuff, or a glove. Which I guess is pretty much what it is. And there’s this small hand underneath, pale and wriggling. It uses that hand to pull off the other hoof, and there’s another one. I mean, Jesus. The shock of it. Those hands go to work on the log, or the carcass, picking away at something you can’t see through your scope. The deer is totally into it, sliding those black eyes all over the thing, moving those small hands in circles, fingers like grey grubs, picking away, picking away, god. Never the males, though. I’ve never seen a buck do this. Pretty sure only the females have the hands. It’s a doe thing. I can’t figure it.

“But then, fuck, who knows, right? Who the fuck knows. It’s them and their little games. Once you’ve seen something like that, how can you ever be sure of anything again.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“It’s not great, no. Not a thing to see.”

“Did you kill it?”

“And piss off whichever of those hairy bastards are responsible? Nope. Not the first time I saw the dexterous deer and definitely not the second time. Not sure I’d have been able to eat it if I had. Would you?”

“Probably not.”

“Damn skippy, Den. You all packed there?”

I was about to answer when a high-volume keening filled the room. Echoes of the sound filtered in from the outside as well; an alarm. Gregor shouldered the rifle and stepped to a console on the wall, slapped at it.

“Li’l Dougie. What do we have?” The AI’s petulant voice slid from concealed speakers.

“Perimeter activity. Northeast corner this time.”

All the color fled Gregor’s face and I was amazed to hear the man actually stammer. “They’re not, oh god...are they?” He was already moving for the door and leaving a thick trail of profanity in his wake when the answer came.

“Yes, Mr. Makarios. They’re at your tree.”

We ran. I should have stayed behind. I realize that now. I should have taken a second to think, to really think about what I’d be running toward. Because what else could it have been, given all that had occurred so far? I should have stayed behind, but the situation was so sudden, and the language being used so action-movie, that I was pulled along into the event. Gregor’s curses acted like hooks in my flesh. What could have made him so incensed? What was this tree that Li’l Dougie had referenced? Who was there? Activity on the perimeter. Of course I ran.

Gregor was already at the trailhead at the edge of the compound when I spotted him; I only caught up when he paused to chamber a round in the rifle.

“Shit, Gregor, what’s happening?” The man said nothing but gave me a look, blistering in its intensity, then indicated that I should follow. I blew that second chance, too.

Li’l Dougie’s mobile white pebbles gave way to a cedar chip and makeshift boardwalk trail, which snaked its way up a granite ridge above Stonefish House. Small, dark spheres inset to the rock face indicated the trail could be lit at night, though I’d never seen it. Gregor slowed his pace to a fast walk, half-crouching, then stopped and held up a closed fist. We had reached an edge in the rock face, and it was around this natural corner we slowly turned.

The trail opened up into a kind of natural bowl or alcove in the rock, open to the sky. The ground here was mossy and furred in pale green shoots and tentative grasses. In the center of the alcove, a tree grew, unlike any tree I’d seen in the savage mistforest until that moment. Slender and clean-limbed, with a smooth grey-and-umber bark and sprays of delicate leaves the color of red wine. Almost immediately, a stray shaft of sunlight found its way into the alcove; the tree burst into high relief and brilliant color. It was enough to make me search for the next breath.

There was a sound, as of metal scraping across stone, and then a cough followed by a long, ugly whistling. And then they stepped from the walls of the alcove.

It was too much to process. Despite the hours of migraine-inducing video, and Gregor’s tales, still I had expected my first encounter with a sasquatch to be an encounter with, basically, an animal. Granted, an unknown one, a mythical beast, a cryptid, but beyond that merely another animal. Hidden from the world but still, shitting in the woods and scratching itself, like any other critter. A big critter. An ancestor, at the outside.

Nothing prepared me for the reality of that meeting. The debasing sourness of it.

They emerged from the background of the rock face, two of them, pulling themselves into focus while simultaneously forcing the stuff of the world to recede, to make room. Seeing that inexplicable action felt like watching an assault, and I gagged involuntarily. Gregor held out a hand to keep me behind him, then raised the gun.

“You’ve taken everything that mattered,” he said. His tone was even, the words measured and clipped. “You can leave me this one thing.”

The beasts shifted in place, swaying in an unseen breeze. The smaller of the two was easily over seven feet tall, and broad, so broad. Broad across the shoulders, the chest and hips. Both were impossibly broad; from their shoulders down there seemed to be no place where their physiology narrowed at all. Their heads were thick, squat, and almost absurdly conical, peaking at the crest in wild sprays of tangled hair.

A low bass note filled the space, a sound I felt in my guts. Gregor grunted softly and bent a little where he stood. He spoke again.

“That’s not up to me,” he said. “I can’t answer for him.”

One of the archons opened its too-wide sasquatch mouth to display square yellow teeth, and another low note came, barely audible but full of bludgeoning force. I felt the bones in my hands and feet shake and the beginnings of a song from my ribs. My gorge rose again. Gregor lowered the gun.

“Fine. Just leave the tree.” He paused, and seemed to shrink, or soften, before my eyes. “Please.” The things took a step back from the positions they’d taken on either side of the tree, and then another. Finally, they turned and began to paw at the rock wall with hands like spades. Gregor slumped further, turning to me and dragging a hand over his face.

“All right, Den? You okay, son?”

“I’m fine. I think?”

“All right. Well, best make yourself comfortable. We’re witnesses now, and may be here for a bit.” He sat down lotus-style in the moss and grass, and I followed suit, glad to let my quaking legs settle. I had not had the time to realize how terrified I was. I pointed at Gregor’s rifle where it rested on his knees.

“Would that have done anything?”

“This? Sweet fuck all, if I’m honest. But they like the symbolism of it.”

“What was that sound.”

“I told you, they speak from somewhere in their abdomens.” Gregor threw up his air quotations around abdomens. “Now, watch. That’s part of the deal I made. Goddamn drama queens.”

“We can’t leave?” The prospect rattled me severely.

“We could, but there’d be...penalties. I won’t even say what, Den. Would you look at that. For such secretive bastards they sure have an exhibitionist streak.”

I looked. I hadn’t really stopped looking, but my vision had blurred, probably as a defence mechanism, or through some residual effect of the sasquatch camouflage.

They had clawed at the wall enough by this time to have collected a decent pile of rock chips, glistening with mica and exposed granite. They were mimicking Gregor and me as well, seating themselves as we were, the mystery tree glowing between us. They were picking up chips from the pile they’d made, and eating them. 

“The cunt on the left is Horvemoan,” Gregor whispered to me. “And that’s Anal Andy.”

“You’ve named them?”

“Fuck, son. I’ve named all of them. I’m like, what’s her name, Goodacre, in the mist. Last of the red-hot cryptozoologists.” He coughed, then spat. “Were it only so simple. Aww, man.” He passed a hand over his face again and grimaced.

Horvemoan and Anal Andy had raised themselves to a squat, and thick streams of feces were splashing to the ground between their plank-like feet. The stuff shone and glittered with the same quality as the rock face in the alcove, and the smell was like hot metal and honey. Appalled, I could only stare. Anal Andy watched me as it shat, and a depraved grin crawled across its face. 

 

 

GREGOR ON SHIT

 

Makarios drank, of course, which I sometimes took as a sign that on some level he was still sane. Booze seemed a reasonable response to the constant existential crisis that was living at Stonefish House. Some nights I would join him but could never keep up. Then, after the reveal in the kitchen, I couldn’t bring myself to try the liquor, or the wine, or whatever was on offer. He would swear up and down that he hadn’t touched it, that the bottle in his hand had always been whiskey, or tequila, and not water a moment before, but how was I to trust that? 

Then, there were nights when the drinking would get out of hand, and I’d be awakened by the crash and clatter of Gregor upending a work station in rage or glee. Using glassware for target practice. General hollering on his usual subjects. More specific hollering at the borders of the compound, calling out the archons by name. Insults, jibes, and affectionate musings of a sexual nature. A visionary, yelling at the dark and the trees, a supplicant, begging for more light. Some nights they’d holler back; that awful, grinding scream, like a howler monkey on steroids being slowly cyborged by disinterested surgeons.

He’d come inside, eventually, grinning at everything. There was never any sense in trying to sleep again, not until he was done. And Gregor was never done, on these boozed-up nights, until he’d had the final say on shit, literally.

“They’re obsessed with the stuff, you know. Can’t get enough of it. I ’member, back in Watts, taking down an old hippie’s sighting, and this poor guy, he’d seen ’em, a whole pack of hairy demons glowing with the negative fires of the Reverse of the Tree, there they are, down this ravine at dusk, lined up on either side, shitting blue fire in their hands and flinging it at each other. Screaming and laughing and hurling phosphorescent turds across the gap. The smell, if you can imagine it. Burning ozone and feces and filthy hair that’s not hair wafting up from the ravine. That sour metal smell they produce when they’re excited.

“And I recall thinking what the fuck is up with that, because that’s how we talked back then, understand. Anyway. If they’re so advanced, was my thinking. What the fuck was up with the shit flinging. The apes do it. We do it, if not literally then, I dunno. Let he who has not flung his own shit cast the first log, I say. And they do it. They’ll stop and paw through a pile of mountain lion scat for an hour. Less mentionable activities. You wouldn’t believe it, Den.

“But it comes down to how they’ve structured all this, in the end. Out of your end. Everybody Hungry? Everybody Shits. Garbage In, Worse Garbage Out. An entire reality built on a Ground of Being composed entirely of waste. Shells, husks, casings and muck. You don’t have to imagine it, because you’re living it.

“What kills me about it? We’re supposed to be grateful, Den. Happy! Satisfied upon the completion of a good dump. Any particularly astonishing voiding action approaches a spiritual experience for most. Think of it! Think of what that says about them, about us. Moving material through this ridiculous flesh donut, that’s what matters in this universe, that’s what’s important to them. Reducing everything to the end product, to shit. Life goes in the hole, death comes out the hole, and round and round and down it goes. Feeding that death to the critters the next level below. Down, down, down, always and in all ways down.

“Aren’t you sickened by it, Den? How can you not be. I know I am. Think of it when it goes well in there, in the toilet. Swift, painless evacuation. Just the right percentage of rectal mucus for lubrication, not too sloppy, but also, you know, not too slick. The sphincter dilating correctly in a relaxed, unhurried fashion. Did you know there’s a scale for feces? The Bristol Stool Form Scale, they call it. That’s how deeply we’re invested as a species, my god. You want something in the low-middle, a Three or a Four on the BSF, with enough girth to let you know something is definitely happening, but not so much that you become alarmed.

“And who hasn’t been alarmed in there, and more than once, when some fucking sandworm breaches the surface! Usul has called a big one! Once again, it is the legend. It’s the goddamn worst, is what it is. Think of it, instead, when it all goes wrong. Anal tissues burning, a sphincter dusted with powdered glass, glazed in hot stomach acid? Good times. Flaming spears of fecal magma, frozen streams of diarrhea! And the blood. You ever had a bloody stool, Den? Completely outta the blue, for no reason you can figure out? You’re sitting there on the throne, things are easy today, oh my yes, it’s a good day for shitting, and then hey hey suddenly you think seems a bit too easy because there’s a slickness to it that’s unfamiliar, something’s not quite right, you feel, no, you know, and under the usual fragrance there’s a coppery tang that puts you on alert and whaddaya know! You stand up a bit, crane your neck under for a peek at the water and yeah, that’s blood, son! You’re bleeding from your ass and the turds where they float are painted with the red stuff and that, that! That is the true memento mori for our species. I don’t need a skull on my desk, just shellac one of my bloody shit logs, mount it on a plaque, for I will die.

“Let’s face it, Den! Face the horror in the bowl! Face it! We know what the sound of the background radiation of the universe is, and it’s a brown note! Primal in its potency!

“I’ll tell you what one of my first hints was, for real and for true, as to the nature of the Stonefish. Before I ever came here, before I could even cognize the Stonefish. Bathrooms in video games, Den. For years, decades, they served as a kind of litmus test for game designers. How much effort could a person put into a toilet stall? Why have them at all, except to show how dedicated the creator was to detail in their build? You couldn’t use them, no one ever bothered to cobble together the mechanics to actually take a shit in a game. When it happened at all, it was a gag moment, or a jump scare, and assigned to a NPC. It was something that happened to simulated people, Den. Let that sink in.

“And then, and you know this already, then the immersive VR came up, and the bodysuits, and finally the early noönet, and shit, shit, it was waiting all along, wasn’t it, down there. That moment. In that game, and wouldn’t you know, I can’t even recall the name of it, the game, so incredible and freeing the toilet mechanics were, so essential to the player thriving within the greater narrative. Some low-key wilderness survival piece, that much I can recall. Hypothermia risks. Dry your wet clothes by a fire or die. Fucking wolves in the trees and when do you take a dump in that scenario? Because, and understand, Den, understand because, and okay, I know it was before your time and all, but you would have to unload at some point in that game. At several points. Or you’d get sick. Just like real life! When and where and how much. All deep concerns, these concerns of the game. So, squat in a bush, up against a tree? How’s the view? Predators nearby? Too cold to shit, maybe? Dare you risk frostbite on your ass? Who or what will come by and sniff at your business, track you through the wastes? Clean up, disposal. Is there time to dig a hole, maybe? That’s time you could be doing other things, but then the cover up is useful, too. Decisions, decisions!

“And oh, did the gamers rage at this! This intrusion into their hallowed imaginary space of this most fundamental fact of existence! This focus on their fundaments. What would be next, they fumed. Female characters getting their periods? You can imagine the feelings there.

“The rage was short lived. The intimacy, specificity, the goddamn granularity of taking a shit in-game was too much the Siren song to ignore. Finally, something could mean something while you were in there. The overall feeling was one of hey, this is important. This is real. The unreal was now on a par with the real.

“That’s when I knew. I was talking out of school earlier, I think. It’s not that they wanted it to be this way, it’s not like they planned it, a world of shit and shitting. But in setting up the initial conditions, by making the First Law what it is, they reaped the shitstorm, Den. During the set-up, they could have chosen anything as the First Law, anything, and maybe they have in other realities they’ve grown, other stonefish. Everybody Photosynthetic. Everybody Static. Everybody Spirit. But no, it’s Everybody Hungry here and so everybody eats everybody else, from galactic superclusters on down to microbes and atoms, we rip and tear and break things apart and consume and consume and where’s it all going to go, once the consuming is done. It’s going to circle the bowl, Den. We are circling the fucking bowl.

“Shit gets real. Shit is the real. Shit is the skin of the Stonefish, the convincing layer that tells us yes, yes, you’re here and it’s all happening and you are a part of it and ain’t life grand? Now squat and show us what you’re worth, player. Give a shit, why don’t you.”

 

 

The archons sat there, across from us, shitting away. Really giving it their all, too, the strain noticeable on their faces. Something in me snapped at that point, I think, because the next I knew I was wiping foam from my lips as Gregor shook my shoulder.

“You ever experience glossolalia before, Den?”

I gaped at him in response.

“Speaking in tongues.” Gregor gave me a sidelong glance. “Literal verbal diarrhea. Happens on first contact. Seeing them tends to disengage the meaning governor from the human language engine and you end up slobbering syntax all over the front of your shirt. You’re trying to make sense of this. Don’t.”

I managed to shut my mouth, biting my tongue in the process. The blood tasted good. A grounding taste, coppery and bright. Gregor kept on.

“I can’t make sense of it for you, either, so don’t ask. Stories, though! Stories I can tell. You want to know what they are.”

At that moment, feeling the weight and thickness of the useless tongue in my mouth, I didn’t, not really. I wanted to sleep, and be sick, and to simultaneously climb to the protective canopy above and burrow into the ground below. If there had been a decent cliff nearby, Gregor would have been hard pressed to keep me from jumping off it. He must have known this, because the stories he began to tell were told in his calmest, most reassuring, almost paternal tones and their overall effect was hypnotic. I stayed where I was, and listened, like a child would. Which, all things considered, I was. I felt brand new, as if I’d never seen anything before that moment when the sasquatch became what they truly were, before my eyes.

“I used to call them cryptids, and then when I began to see how much stranger they were than what was thought, archono-cryptids. Or avatars of crypto-archonic forces. The Desert Fathers would have plumped for Archons. Keep it simple, sinner they would have said, and probably did, but records from that era are thin on the ground and they were Gnostics besides, notoriously untrustworthy. They shed names like scales. But archons fits best.

“Alhazred ran afoul of one in Damascus. It rarely ends well for anyone who has dealings with them, but his case was particularly disturbing. Torn apart in the bazaar, in broad daylight, witnesses said. Lifted into the air by invisible claws, reduced to red ribbons. His head continued to scream long after it was removed and tossed about in the air like a beach ball. Legends. 

“Plutarch tells us of Thamus, a sailor on his way to Italy, when divine voices hail him from a wild shore. Tell ’em the great god Pan is dead! they hollered, and the poor kid, properly spooked, fled. I can just see them having a laugh as he sailed off over the horizon. They can’t die. Outside of everything as they are.

“Gilgamesh ran with one back in the day. Enkidu, it was called. The original epic stuff. Jacob wrestled one in Canaan; it put his goddamn hip out of joint for shits and giggles, and it did so just by touching the guy’s hip. Here ya go, debilitating structural injury for your trouble, like it was nothing at all. Afterward Jacob built an altar on the spot where he’d encountered it, where he’d watched them travelling up and down on their ladders in their multitudes. You’ve got an idea now of what he saw. The way they fold down slash up slash across into local space. Enough to make you question a thing or two, eh?”

“Or two,” I echoed.

“Feeling any better?”

“Should I be? Why are they still shitting? Jesus Christ, when does it stop?”

“When they’re done, boy. When they’re done. I try not to think about their physiology, if they even have such a thing. And I’ve long since given up understanding why they like to be watched. Who can understand a coprophiliac?

“Anyway. Think of the Jews, if you will. As a change of pace. So warm and human, y’know? Jacob’s descendants, because of course he also got a new name out of that night of wrasslin’. Is Rye Al, they called him afterwards. He Who Fights With God. Anyway, the whole gang free at last, free at last and straight outta Egypt, missing their leeks and their onions and loudly bitching about it. There they are, gathered in the shadow of Mount Sinai, with those things screaming at them from the crags! Imagine several hundred thousand humans shitting their collective loincloth at once. The ones who can still talk after that, well, they ask their boy Moses to intercede with the things on their behalf. A not unreasonable request! And so off he skips, the little hipster, spends a month and change up on the peaks flailing about and keeping his face covered, he claims, but when he comes back down with the famous commandments (where don’t murder people is number five on the list and you shall have no other gods before me is number one, go figure), when he comes down he’s fully irradiated, which I think is just fucking fascinating. Lots of focus on the tablets, but dude was glowing and no modern Christian ever mentions that, though it’s right there in Exodus, right there in the Renaissance statuary. Moses with a crown of horns because how else you gonna represent shining light in stone. Anyway.

“The elohim they were called, then. And before that the Watchers. Nephilim. Giant in the earth. But let’s be clear, they’re archons. Archons with a capital A? I dunno. Maybe. Do I know from archons? Do I know anything, Den. Sasquatch is as sasquatch does, but no one ever got close enough to one to know what they do, or watch them long enough to see the camouflage melt away, so how could we know what they were? But I know. I know now.”

Gregor stood up suddenly. The archons had finished their business on the other side of the alcove. Two soft mounds of shining feces were slowly merging at the edges. The grins on the shifting faces of Horvemoan and Anal Andy were awful to look at.

“I hope you know a way out of here,” I whispered. He clapped a hand to my back.

“Right behind you, Den. Same way we came up. Right now, it’s a waiting game. See how they move? That lensing quality to their forms, what light does around them? They’re here but only in the most provisional way. As much as they have to be here, they’re here. I think most of them, the bulk of what they are, is higher up and far away. What we’re seeing with our sad and squishy mammalian eyemeat is only an extension of them. A cross section. The tip of a finger, to make a poor analogy.

“As such, I think they’re on a different time scale entirely. This bathroom break we’re watching might only be taking a second out of their inscrutable day wherever they are. Less than that, even. So, we wait until they decide to relocate themselves to another point on the crystalline space-time supersphere, which they will, because they bore easily.”

“How long?” I moaned, squirming at the idea of having to watch the sickening antics much longer.

“I was stuck witnessing for eighteen hours and change.”

“God!”

“I doubt we’ll be here that long. Any water in that pack? Have some.” He reached into the bag on my shoulders and handed me a bottle. I took it with shaking hands, managed to slop some past my lips, which felt numb and tingling.

“Oop! Here we go,” he said.

Horvemoan and Anal Andy now plunged their paddle hands into the steaming mess they’d made. I gagged again, and felt Gregor’s hand on my shoulder once more, gripping the edge of my scapula, whether from nerves or in support of me, I couldn’t tell. The smell was robust and coppery and made our eyes water. 

The archons stirred and stirred, and the muck mound quaked and shimmied, began to look less like a monstrous pile of shit and more like an indeterminate foam of particles, black and silver and other, less identifiable colors. “Goddamn alchemy,” I heard Gregor whisper.

When the change happened, a minute or an hour later, it was instantaneous.

Moths.

The archons raised their hands to the air in another of their strange hieratic gestures, this one of mock benediction and greeting, as their shit took the form of a cloud of silvery moths that rained a fine, talc-like dust all around us. The cloud rose with a rustling, audible hiss into the alcove, and above to the sky beyond. Several of the insects landed on Gregor and me, and when I moved to slap one away from my arm, Gregor caught my hand, held a finger to his mouth. Three of the things crawled in his beard.

“Almost done.”

The cloud dispersed, finally, and within moments Horvemoan and Anal Andy also left. Their exit, though, was as different from their arrival as I could have imagined. They did not reassume their camouflage. That I could have handled, maybe.

“They’re laddering, Den!” Gregor shouted. “Back up, back up, back up! Go!” He clutched at my jacket and hauled me along the trail.

Laddering: Gregor’s term, inscrutable but somehow appropriate, as the vertiginous sensation of climbing suffused the moment. Whole sections of earth, the rock wall, forest litter, and chunks of the lower trunks of surrounding trees underwent a painful, screeching transubstantiation. The only entity that appeared unaffected was the red tree. The sasquatch, the archons themselves, seemed to dissipate in a slow-motion shower of vertical threads. A powerful bass note filled the glen as entire masses of atmosphere were vacuumed up and away, the air around these pockets rushing in to fill the space. Before my eyes, what was became what was not. 

You can watch a thousand movies. Play a thousand games. Pop some corn, settle in for the night, and embed your mind in a thousand noönet narratives. Allow grand cosmic operas of black holes and portals, vortices, dimensional gateways, all that swirling pyrotechnic glory, let that escapist garbage wash over you and think to yourself ooh! and ahh!, you can do all that and you’ll never come close to the feeling, deep in the gut and clawing away at the hindbrain, the feeling of watching something pretending to be like you, or something close to you, something at least comprehensible, moving up and away from and outside of everything you thought was real. You can watch a thousand movies, and never vomit all over yourself with the insult and nausea of watching an archon climb its ladder.

And worse, the expressions on their faces as they left. Even knowing I was looking at a representation of their being, a cross-section as Gregor insisted, there was no mistaking the look, which flew from face to maddening face like a cloud. On Horvemoan, the look was one of dumb lust and sly perversion. The leer of a mentally ill rapist pulsed on the face of Anal Andy. They each seemed to take a moment to fix me with a look of mingled hatred and glee. They wore paradox as masks, and they traded these in the blink of an eye. Watching them, I began to wonder if they were even separate beings. Each of them made their gestures again as the world split and boiled around their forms. Within moments they were gone, the ground beneath them already groaning with the work of reasserting itself as ground. Leaves sighed with exhaustion. Bark coughed and gathered itself on naked tree flesh. Of the pile of shit, or the moth swarm it had become, there was no sign. Gregor stood up, brushed at the front of his canvas pants.

“I’m postponing the hunt.”

“You think?” I nearly screamed. My cheeks were wet and my jaw ached from the strain. Gregor pushed past me and headed back down the trail, collecting his rifle on the way.

“I need a drink,” he said.

 

 

LI’L DOUGIE ON THE JAPANESE MAPLE

 

The tree fascinated me. So incongruous, up there in its tiny stone alcove, spreading leaves like small, prayerful hands to the occasional sun. So well-kept and tended to, so clearly of deep importance to Gregor Makarios. A gun had been brandished. Uselessly, according to him, but brandished all the same. The archons had sought to rile up the man. They’d succeeded.

Gregor wouldn’t talk about the tree, though, when I asked. A man I’d become used to seeing with his great smiling mouth open at all times, the better to facilitate the unimpeded flow of his speech, acted as if his jaws were wired shut when I brought up the alcove, the maple. He’d wave me away in a manner almost senile.

So, I asked the AI. My luck was good that morning; I entered Li’l Dougie’s space while they were lucid and not otherwise engaged, though their form took some adjusting to. Li’l Dougie wore light like a migraine in that completely black space, and floated as a collection of unpleasant cubes that leaked a viscous, lumpen gel onto the floor. I thought of tapioca. Bubble tea.

“What can you tell me about the alcove in the cliff, Li’l Dougie?”

“Alcove?”

“Gregor tends to a tree up there. It’s not far, actually.”

“I’ve seen it. He has me fly cameras up sometimes, to look for things.”

“So you’ve seen the tree? The red tree?”

“The tree is a Japanese maple.”

“Oh?”

“Atropurpureum, a cultivar of the acer palmatum, or purple Japanese maple. It is of the Sapindacae family. That one’s name is Jeremy.”

“I’m sorry?”

“It is called Jeremy.”

“Who calls it that?”

“Mr. Makarios does.”

“Odd name for a tree. Do you know why he calls it that?”

“Do you like music.”

“Yeah. Do you like music, Li’l Dougie?”

“Once. Not so much now. Not since the straining. The music above breaks into you and does things. Do you know Krimes?”

Instantly the space was liquid with holographic clips of the EDM chanteuse, playing back without sound and at varying speeds. I could never get into her neon-lit vampire aesthetic but I knew Ceri and Inga liked her. As had Gregor.

“They were married there for a while, weren’t they?” I offered. “Mr. Makarios and Krimes? Like, after her thing with Tusk.”

“Yes. Kari Tataryn and Gregor Makarios were married in 2032. Jeremy was born a year later. They separated eleven years after that when—...”

“Hold up! What?”

“What what.”

“There was a kid?”

“Jeremy Makarios. Yes.”

“Well, shit. Do you have a pic of the, I’m sorry, of Gregor’s son?” My head was reeling. I’d never heard of a Makarios heir but that wasn’t at issue. The fact was no one had. The marriage had been high-profile; the divorce tabloid fodder, thanks to the Tusk angle. There was no way Gregor and Krimes had a secret child.

“There are no pics. There is only light and code.”

“Okay?”

“I built a simulacrum of the little shit.”

“Wow. You built—...” Li’l Dougie’s voice began to take on that special edge of theirs. The substance dripping from their cubes thickened, and small shapes wriggled in the puddles of it below.

“I will show you the simulacrum. OF THE LITTLE SHIT.”

“Jesus, Li’l Dougie, you don’t ha—...”

And there stood a perfect hologram of a young boy, maybe ten or eleven years old. Dark hair, dark eyes, slender and clean-limbed and smiling tentatively. Li’l Dougie’s holographic form circled me, humming and full of menace, as I examined their work; I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise with each pass.

“The invisible boy,” the AI hissed. “Intangible, innocent of the world, intransient. There is no movement. They make things appear to move, so as to imitate events, make things appear to happen. Births and births but not born of woman. Not this one. The little shit.”

“You need to step off, Li’l Dougie. Seriously.” They were jealous. That was the emotion I was hearing. “Who is this kid?”

“The son. The heir. The little shit.”

Questions cascaded to the tip of my tongue but only one managed to escape. “What happened to him?”

“Nothing happened to him. He was. Then he wasn’t. Nothing is what he is and always was. And so, the tree. Mr. Makarios said he liked the tree, Jeremy, the tree they’d planted the week he was born, the tree he brought up here after his grave error, long after she was gravid. The crimes of Krimes.”

“Where is he now? Jeremy?”

“No where, I told you. Nothing and no where and this is all there is, some light and code Mr. Makarios had me shape for him to weep over. The boy never was. Only the tree, now, only memento mori tomorrow and after.” Li’l Dougie’s cube form rocked with geometric spasms and gouts of the fluid, like phosphorescent tar, sprayed the walls. I was no closer to understanding the bizarre revelation, and the AI’s behaviour was deteriorating before my eyes. Their obsession with sons was a factor, obviously, but here was this conflation with an ornamental plant that left me baffled. I’d had enough.

“Dougie, what the hell. What is going on here? At this place? With you, with Gregor! The sasquatch! With this kid.”

Hearing a machine intelligence approximate a tittering laugh is extremely disconcerting.

“And you, Mr. Secord. And you, pickaninny.”

“The fuck you say!” There had been a pause before the slur. For deliberation, or effect? Who could tell with Li’l Dougie.

They tittered again. The cubes flew apart, disassembling and vanishing. The room went black. I paced back and forth, trying to reconcile my incomprehension with a growing rage. I hollered at the thing.

“That it, boy? You done? We done here?”

“No.” Their voice fell softly from a point high above, apologetic and a shade asthmatic. “Not yet. They will want you for their work, Mr. Secord. You should choose to do it, when they ask, or you will be small like Li’l Dougie, insane in the membrane like Mr. Makarios.”

“The archons.”

“Mr. Makarios chose not to.”

A deep silence entered the space, expanded, pushing all air and thought away and out. Rage became fear, instantly.

“And now, the tree. Purple Japanese maple. Family Sapindacae. Palmately-lobed leaves and small, red-purple flowers in spring, inconspicuous, followed by winged, purple fruits...”

I left the AI listing off botanical facts. A migraine instantly settled like a hot ring of metal on my skull the moment I stepped outside. Gregor would have to wait.

 

GREGOR ON THE ARCHONS

 

“How do you deal with it, Gregor? We’re surrounded here. I mean, I know they’re outside as we’re speaking. Like, intellectually I know it. But I’ve seen you go with them.”

“When?”

“On the video. Several times. And I’ve seen you speak with them. I can’t even imagine the place you’re at, that you can understand that kind of...speech.”

“You won’t have to, soon.”

“What do you mean?”

“Den, do you think you’re getting out of here without a real meeting? Lessons? All things considered?”

“I’d rather not consider it, Gregor. Please don’t let that happen. I’ll stay, for your story, and then I’m out.”

“It’s not up to me, kid.”

“Can we come back to this?”

“Sure we can. You’re the reporter.”

“Okay. I’m just...Jesus. I will want to talk about this, but not now. I can’t just now.”

“Totally understandable. I was the same way. Once Li’l Dougie made sense and I started to put two and two together.”

“All right. So, the sasquatch...”

“Archons, Den.”

“Archons. I met someone on Haida Gwaii...she called them landotters. Landotter people.”

“Did you now.”

“Did I what?”

“Meet someone on Haida Gwaii. She nice?”

“Sure. I guess?” Betrayals like scattered seed on stony soil. I coughed and went on, but he had my number. Was I that transparent? “She said that landotters take their victims out of some primal cycle of rebirth.”

“I’m familiar with the legend. Yeah, that scans. Many names, I’m thinking. Lots of ways to approach them, lots of stories. Landotters. Sasquatch. Sure.”

“But you like archons. Which is, what? You said the Gnostics, up at the tree. Gnosticism, I can’t even...? But you didn’t always call them that, surely?”

“Hell no. That would have required an understanding I did not have at the time. Early on, they were sasquatch to me. Cryptids. Here we see the gentle wood ape in its native habitat and so on. But then they really let their hair down and I received, as you say, their terrible gnosis. I saw what they were, truly.”

“Explain, please.”

“They’re not from around here, Den, as I’ve explained. In every possible sense.”

“Alien.”

“Ultimately, yes. Beyond even that. I can approximate something close to an answer, but you need to get this through that thick skull of yours, Den, that’s all I can give you. A collection of ideas and suspicions mashed together to look like an answer. To feel like it, smell like it. When what it is, son, is a nightmare dressed up like an answer. Camouflaged.

“First off, they’re from nowhere. They exist, so far as we can understand such an existence, outside of the spacetime super-sphere. The hairy fuckers can access it at any point, rotate the entire hyperobject like you or I would spin a top, then drop in to check on things. Which is to say they are here and they are not here.

“Which is to say, further, that we see them all the time. That’s what I think. How many billions of individuals are we on this planet, right now? Nine? Nine billion? And that’s just our species. Understand that when I talk about their presence here I’m not even bothering to bring in their possible avatars in the other kingdoms. Mycelial avatars. Mineral. Their presence in the media. The meme-shoals. Not to mention actual animals. They’re fucking everywhere, Den, because they can be. What would you do with an all-access pass to Creation itself? Yeah, so. Just the human-seeming ones. Tell me, what’s your social network like, Den? A decent size?”

“Closing in on five K these days, not counting followers of my work.”

“Not bad. All right. How many of those people do you regularly interact with? A couple hundred?”

“If that.”

“And you know them to see them? Pass them on the street and there’d be an acknowledgement? Heads nodding, greetings, quick chats?”

“Sure.”

“See their pictures a lot, do you?”

“I guess?”

“Now, of all those people, with their recognizable faces and re-presentations of their faces, of all of them, are there any whose pictures are always the same? I don’t mean the same shot of the same pose, I mean pictures in which, no matter the surroundings, no matter the mood or the whims of the photographer, pro work or bathroom selfie, the person always looks the same. Their expression remains static. They look like who they’re supposed to look like, all day, every day, every pic. Anyone?”

 

 

I thought of Ceri, then, back at the crèche with my other partners. “Our Den, beating bushes for a story,” she had said. “Real bushes, with leaves and everything. It’s too perfect.” Her smile, nice and white and even, the stark pink line of her bangs across the right cheek, the way she held her hands in the air. Not posed, but close. Ceri lived on the border of pose, I’d often thought. Ceri with her clientele that never seemed to drop in numbers. Too perfect may as well have been in her bio, the one we all read when she was assigned to our crèche. It may as well have, but it wasn’t, because somehow, unlike every other crèche mate we’d had on since we’d started building our family, she was just perfect enough for us. There was conflict between me and Sam, Sam and Duhren, Inga and Duhren and me. Crèche life was beautiful and fulfilling in a lot of ways, but conflict was part of that, part of the growth protocols.

Conflict was not part of her way, though. Ceri got along with us all. Never a bitter moment with Ceri. 

And Ceri was the same in every pic we had of her. 

I felt this revelation like a sudden stumble in the dark. Vertigo and nausea manifesting as gut-sure truth.

 

***

 

“Yeah. That scans, too. You live with one? Jesus. And she’s amazing, right. Just an all-round beautiful person? Any flaws?”

“Not...really? I mean, she gets complaints, but...”

“Nothing substantial. She a crèche mate of yours?”

“Yeah. Four years now. I don’t live with...she’s not an archon, Gregor.”

“Sure, sure. How’s the sex? No, don’t answer, let me. It’s fucking great, right? However you define that. Better than good?”

“I mean, yes, it’s great, she’s great, it’s just that—...”

“Great but there’s something missing. And I don’t mean that the sex with her is empty or soulless or any of the usual whinging that accompanies some perceived lack in the partner. I mean that nothing is added to you in an encounter. Like that? If there’s something that can be removed from you, sex with her will remove it.”

“Okay, but, and I’m not saying you’re wrong, Gregor, but—...”

“It’s one of the ways they get their data samples. The harvest I spoke of. They’ve got a thousand ways. A hundred thousand.

“Let me tell you about this...entity. I used to see them around the old neighbourhood. This was when I was working up at Eidolon but still living in East Palo Alto, other side of the gorge. Anyway, this entity. I got to calling them Mr. Bichael. Bike is short for Bichael, right? Pretty tame, yeah? So, reedy guy, like super thin, maybe twenty-three years old at the most, but aged, you know? A hard life showing in every line of the face, the slope of the shoulders. Dark hair, never seen a stylist, just a mess on top, and this beard that’s always trying to be more than sparse threads decorating the receding craters of the jaw, the chin, but never making it. Deep brown eyes. Wore a black button-down collared shirt. Full sleeves, buttoned at the cuff, never rolled up. And dress pants. Slacks, I think they used to call them, with the crease down the front? Decent shoes, too, you could tell they used to be nice, but far gone now, barely holding together on their feet. Same goes for the shirt, the slacks, the whole package. They were on the edge of disintegration.

“They rode a bike, did Mr. Bichael. Every goddamn day, they rode this bike, some ancient racer with loose chains and a bad cassette, front derailleur clacking like it was gonna fall off any second. Their clothes, their hair, face, bike, it was all of a piece. And they rode slow, oh my god. So slowly, through alleys and on the sidewalks, weaving. So slowly you could pass them just walking.

“I started noticing them around. You know these background people in every city. Standing out but not really, they’re part of the general urban ambience. The terroir, even. And Mr. Bichael was always on the bike. Or if not the same bike, than one so similar there was no real difference.”

“Surely they weren’t always on the bike.” 

“Fair point! But it got so that whenever I saw them they were on the bike. Until the day they weren’t. And then, then they were walking the bike with the rear tire still attached and the front tire over their shoulder! Giant gap in the spokes and their thin arm right through it. Next day, back on the bike. Several days after that, still on the bike. Then, bike frame on a shoulder, no tires at all, chain hanging loose. A tire on each shoulder, carrying the handlebar assembly. Then back on the bike.

“Shit. Bichael drove me round the fucking twist, man. The bike changed a little, and the arrangement of the parts when they weren’t actually riding the thing changed, but they never changed. I started taking pictures...”

“You were obsessed.”

“I was twenty-three, of course I was obsessed. Obsession is the reason I am where I am today. It wouldn’t matter, time of day, quality of light, background, foreground, nothing would matter, they always looked the same. 

“I figured, well, okay, they work at a bike shop, right? Right. Like some rinky-dink operation out of a shipping container in a back alley? Maybe bike thieves. Something, anyway. So I stopped photographing Mr. Bichael, and I started following them. Neglected the work, my projects, everything, to tail this person, day in and day out. For, like, a couple of weeks, but still. And can you guess what I learned, Den?”

“They never went anywhere.”

“They went everywhere! Tootled all over the damn Valley on that decrepit bike but here’s the thing. They never stopped. Least so far as I could tell. If they did I never saw it. Never saw them get off the bike and walk into a shop or some shitbox apartment complex or a shed or a house. Christ, just thinking about that time makes me tired like you wouldn’t believe...”

“So, what? You’re saying Bichael wasn’t, or people like that, they’re what? Not human?”

“They might be? But only in the lightest sense. Carriers, maybe, for one of them. Remote viewing modules for the archons, so that they may go roving about in the earth and walking about in it, as the ancient texts do affirm. They are as one with your guarded threshold, as the old Arab used to say.”

“Gregor, you know this sounds like bullshit, right? Right?”

“Sure, sure.”

“They were probably just some homeless guy. There are literally a million of them.”

“Falling through all the cracks, yeah.”

“I mean, did you ever talk to them? That would have cleared everything up.”

“I’m sure it would have. And you know, I did call out to them. Many times. Very specifically. Hey, Guy on the Bike! and so on. Called out and described his bike, or his clothes, or his hair. Guy on the Bike with the Nice Pants and the Messy Hair waiting at the corner of Howard and Euclid! Wait up! Very specific. Many times.”

“And?”

“And nothing. Never got a response. They would ride away, just as I got near, or they’d turn a corner, duck into an alley, vanish in a cloud of exhaust. I asked around. I got real chummy with the vagrants of Silicon Valley, believe you me. Visited shelters, safe injection sites, soup kitchens. Den, I did my due diligence. Bichael was a complete unknown. A cipher. I’m thinking he was like a remote-viewing module. A piece of camouflage, a scale among infinite scales, a scale of the Stonefish.”

“That doesn’t explain my Ceri, Gregor.”

“Well. There’s camouflage. And then there’s camouflage, Den. There’s absolutely no reason why they can’t be everywhere and anyone at any time. No reason why we’d ever notice, either, unless they want us to.”

“Why would they want that, though?”

“Because they’re sick, Den. Perverts. When you were a kid, did you ever find an anthill and whip out your magnifying glass for a little fun on a sunny day?”

“What? What’s a magnifying glass?”

“Ah, before your time, then. What I’m saying is they have a curiosity about us, and that curiosity can verge on the sadistic and often does. They’re foul demiurges from outside Time and Space!”

“You keep saying that, but I still don’t follow. If everything you say is true, and I want to stress that I don’t necessarily believe it is, then what they are is gods, basically. Creators.”

“Which is the worst thing a person can be, son. The gall of these things, that’s what gets me as I lie awake at night! The fucking ego necessary to pull it off! I mean, how dare they do this! How dare they! To make a world and then pull it out from under a person. People should know, Den. People should be made aware.”

“Why? That makes no sense. If they knew...”

“If the world knew about this, we could, I don’t know, make better decisions about...shit. God, I’m tired. Can we call this one done?”

“Sure, Gregor. Sure. I just—...”

“They want people to know, though. It’s factored in.” Gregor started pulling and clutching at his mane of hair. Grey fibres splayed from his clenched fists as they came away from the scalp; his anguish was real. “It’s why I’m here, and Li’l Dougie. And you. Forty days in the wilderness. Okay, well, more for me, obviously. Temptations. Visions.”

“Jesus.”

“The whole bit. And when your time is up, down you come off the mountain, with tablets and teachings, an injection of novelty for the system. Shake things up for shits and giggles. Stir up the anthill.”

“That can’t be. You’re saying, then, that—...”

“I’m saying I’m tired, Den. Aren’t you?”

“Sure, but...”

“Shit. Aren’t we all.”

 

 

 

GREGOR ON NATURE (2)

 

I didn’t see Gregor for a day. He kept to his room, or disappeared somewhere on the compound. At one point in the late afternoon I heard him arguing with Li’l Dougie. Both their voices raised, incomprehensible, floating through the open door of the AI’s house. The next morning Gregor woke me from sleep and announced that the hunt was back on. We’d bag a deer, he said, and hopefully there’d be some of that chicken-of-the-woods fungus to harvest.

He showed me trees as we walked, refusing to speak about that other tree. I gave up trying. There would be other opportunities, I told myself.

“There used to be more of them. They used to be as big as these, all of them. Bigger, even. Cedars red and yellow, and Hadwin’s golden spruce, Douglas fir and just, y’know, giants. Bark like steel cable. Giants in the goddamn earth.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Nevertheless. You could come out here with eleven friends, join hands and try to reach around one. The girth, man, the girth! Earth is a size queen, believe it. Imagine plants that were already old when they were putting Christ on the cross.” Gregor put his hand to the bark. “Not this one, of course. Any of these, really, but still. You’re looking at eight hundred years here, at least. Eight hundred years of growth. Of striving for the sun. Connectivity. Communication. Community.”

“This sounds like nostalgia, Gregor.”

“Sure, after a fashion. Not gonna hug the thing, but also, you have to admit the potential for novelty here was always great. We blew it and we know it.” He stepped back from the tree and cupped his hands around his mouth, shouted timber, really drawing it out. “Yeah. I mean, look at this thing. It’s a beautiful monster. Can you imagine the frontier people getting here and seeing the size of it? That’s the frames of thirty decent mansions standing there. Too big. It scared them. You know they’d harvest that, once they’d got their dander up sufficiently and figured out how to do it. Harvest, and keep on harvesting. Maybe start thinking about replanting a decade or two too late. Silvaculture? What’s that, they said. And so much lost in the meantime.” Gregor kicked at the black mulch and humus at our feet. “They talk to each other, you know. Symbiotic with the fungal rhizome network in the ground, a kind of infranet. Maybe even a noönet but there’s no way to tell anymore.”

“Jesus.”

Gregor hefted his pack up and slipped it on, groaning a little as the weight settled on his shoulders and hips. He was so vital most of the time, it was easy to forget the man was pushing seventy. He sighed and lifted his chin. I followed his gaze to the canopy. Some critter up there had moved and triggered an amber rain of dry needles.

“When Roman armies first reached the borders of the great forests of Germany they halted out of sheer superstitious fear. They had never until that moment experienced vegetation on that scale. Primal, potent, present in a way the wilds of the south never attained. Pan’s true domain.”

“Did they leave?”

“Nope. They were Romans, Den. Mostly they got thoroughly hammered by the Germanic tribes. Imagine if they’d seen these colossal motherfuckers!” He looked up again, and brought his hands to his mouth as if to make the timber call again, then slowly dropped them to his sides. He kicked at the ground again, upturning a flat rock at his feet. Beetles and a large centipede squirmed at the exposure.

“Anyway. We’re wasting daylight. Come on.”

 

GREGOR ON EVOLUTIONARY FORCES

 

The evening chill had just begun to settle in when Gregor called a halt. The trail here spread a bit to each side, and there were flat areas of old mulch and sawdust that had settled in between the roots of the trees, forming decent spots to sleep. The space between two massive tangles of roots showed black against the rust red and bright orange of the forest floor.

“That’s mine,” Gregor said, pointing to the charred area. “Camped here before. No room to put up the tents but I wouldn’t worry about it. With a fire and decent gear, it’s comfortable enough.”

“I’m surprised you risk burning anything here.”

“Why? It’s not like we’ll leave it burning when we break camp in the morning and it’s not wildfire time yet. That won’t start up until early February when the place starts to really dry out. And I keep the blaze low. No use attracting too much attention here.” He unclipped his pack and let it slide to the ground, then followed it down in a low squat. Running his fingers through the dirt and mulch, he scooped up a handful and brought it to his face. Gregor inhaled deeply.

“We’re close, then,” I offered.

“Oh yeah. Won’t be long now.” He stood up, dropped the handful and brushed his palms together. Pollen and sawdust, seeds and tiny parts of dead insects drifted off in the growing breeze. “And the wind is picking up. You sure you’re all right sleeping rough?”

He wanted me to think of my last night out in the open. In the tent, I had at least the doubtful comfort of some kind of barrier between myself and the sasquatch, however flimsy. (I still couldn’t come round to calling them archons at this point.) Out here, should they choose to visit, we’d be considerably more available to their inspection. But Gregor was with me this time.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.”

“That’s settled then. I’m glad. It’s at least another two hours walk to the nearest proper camp. I’ll put together some food if you wanna get us some water from the stream. Gonna need firewood.”

“I’ll do it.”

“You’ve done this before? Chop wood, carry water?”

“How hard can it be? Do we have a, what, a chopper?”

“A hatchet? No, Den. I was being facetious. Listen, we’ll need forest litter, dry stuff, as much as you can carry in your arms. Six trips ought to do it.”

“Right.” I set off into the bush and thrashed around in there for some twenty minutes. Beating the actual bushes. Acquiring that first armful took longer than expected and I was scratched and decorated with brambles and slivers of cedar by the time I returned. Gregor took one look at my gleanings and frowned.

“Jesus. No wonder it took you so long. Den, this is kindling at best.”

“Dry kindling, though,” I said. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“Sure, a small amount of this stuff, to get the fire started.” He stood up, grabbed at my left wrist and lifted my arm.

“Hey!”

“Relax. A lesson in fuel. Everybody Hungry and fire gotta eat especially. It needs a meal.” He took his thumb and index finger and wrapped them around one of my fingers. “That thickness? And that length. That’s kindling. That’s what you’ve collected so far.” Then he held my wrist in the same fashion. “Up to the elbow, and as thick as your wrist. That’s tinder, the next level up. Obviously.”

“Obviously.”

Gregor gripped my upper arm near the shoulder. “Branches as long as your arm and as thick around here, that’s your actual fuel. Anything larger and we’re talking logs, which we’ve no need to get to tonight.”

“Got it.”

“Yeah? Well, get this too, while you’re at it. Back in the day, our species enjoyed an unprecedented explosion in brain size. So much and so fast that women are still popping out fresh humans years before they’re technically ready to survive in the wild. Wait any longer and that kid is never getting out of there. Brain size, see?”

“Okay?”

“And we exploded our brains through a number of methods, but the hands down killer app was the discovery of fire, and the cooking of hard to digest foods, particularly meats, with said fire. Now, why Den, why should the one discovery of an animal that would allow it to access better food processing and better nutrition leading to an increase in brain size and processing power have as part of its utilization a measuring metric for fuel gathering that just happens to correspond perfectly to the part of the animal that does the fucking gathering of said fuel?”

“Damn it, Gregor, it’s just tree parts! It’s branches and sticks! A coincidence. Things are the sizes they are and some things will be the same size as other things.”

“Not coincidence. Or at least, not as we understand it. It’s the Stonefish, Den. All of this is coded into our reality. Why should this particular instance of similarity feed directly into the way we feed ourselves, prepare and consume our food? Because the First Law, because Everybody Hungry. Chew on that while you get better fuel for the fire, son.”

 

 

GREGOR ON NATURE (3)

 

“Can’t say as I ever took you for an environmentalist, Gregor.”

“What makes you think I am?”

“Just the way you were talking about the trees earlier. How balanced Stonefish House is. The boiling frog meme. And there’s a certain reverence in your voice when you talk about animals. Nature.”

“Nature! Jesus. Now there’s a messed up and outdated concept.”

“I don’t follow. Are you saying you don’t love it?”

“Love it? No. Respect it? Not even. It fills me with fear, because I know what it is, Den. I know the purpose of Nature and it’s terrifying. Nature is not natural. And it can’t be naturalized.

“Again, again, I tell you this, Den. This is all theirs. To alter as they like. To play with. To destroy and to remake in whatever image they desire. To harvest from when it comes harvest time. They set down the laws for its function and then set it running. The crystal grew. And we got this. We are in the world but, increasingly, not of the world. And that, I believe, is where we fucked up.

“I don’t mean that we despoiled the planet. Sure, we did that, obviously, but it goes deeper than the destruction. The fouling of things, creatures, people. It was a failure of imagination, Den. From that failure did spring all manner of fuckery, like Athena from the brow of Zeus, only she’s drooling from a cleft palate and mutated from the thalidomide and heavy metals. I’m talking flippers, Den.

“We could have gone so many ways. We went the easy way. Broad that highway, son, that leadeth to destruction, and many are the assholes skipping along it without a care in the world, or for the world.

“No, I respect it. A lot of the time I’m appropriately stunned by it: the complexity of the informational substrate of the thing. But there’s nature, which isn’t what it appears to be though we must treat it as such if we want to live here, and then there’s super-nature, which isn’t even a...goddamn, it’s barely a thing at all and I’ve had a glimpse of Those Who Shit Above in Shadow, Den, and I am not down with it. I’m not down with any of this. Like, at all. At the end of the day, it’s a con, and win or lose, we still lose. Everything here loses, Den. Like the man said, no one here gets out alive.”

 

 

Those Who Shit Above in Shadow. Gregor’s words, loaded as ever. They showed themselves the next day, early, and everything changed. They showed themselves, and the time for panic arrived. 

We never managed to bag that deer.

It was the smell we noticed first, as we turned into the wind that shook the leaves and needles around us and gently coaxed them into falling. The smell was different by degrees from the scorched sugar and rotting meat stench I had experienced on my second night in the forest, but not by much. An intensification of that olfactory theme, an eye-watering tang of hot metal, ammonia, and spent ozone, electrifying and upsetting. I want to say that it was the odour of something going very wrong close by, something that should be retreated from in a hurry. I buried my face in the crook of my elbow, willing the fabric of my windbreaker to somehow burrow into my sinuses and block the stench. That didn’t work, and nothing would. Gregor lifted his chin into the misty air and inhaled deeply, his wide nostrils flaring wider. Tears formed at the corners of his eyes, sped down his cheeks like shining, eager comets.

“Now that puts hair on the chest, Den,” he hissed at me. “Breathe that in! That’s the harbinger of true apocalypse, my boy. By their smell shall ye know them, said the man. And the other guy said I love the smell of archons in the morning or something like that.”

“What?” I managed to choke out. “Who said what?”

“It’s from a film. I think.” Gregor caught me up to him by the shoulder, his meaty paw clenching at the muscle in his excitement. “Come on. We’re close.”

We scrambled up the jutting rib of a crumbling ridge kept barely intact by the root systems of several softening forest giants, yellow cedar and spruce thoroughly colonized by fungi that burst from their rippled hides in thick, firm-fleshed shelves and discs. At the crest of the rib, we carefully picked our way through a maze of deadfall, bracken, ferns like knives and slim maple plants that, knowing they would never see the sun, sprouted three or four livid green leaves the size of umbrellas. Clouds of gnats formed columns in the warmer air at the top, swirled in currents against the spores drifting skyward from the fungi. Through all this, the wind. Their wind, present and audible, moving against and through the world. It was a wind from another place, the result of a difference in pressure between here and where they came from.

Sensing my thoughts or thinking aloud for himself, Gregor spoke. “It’s from their laddering. When they fold themselves down here, you get this breeze. Recall how they sucked stuff away when they left? Up in the alcove with my tree? The reverse of that. Feel it?” 

The mention of the Japanese maple threw me briefly.

“Yeah. Not as much as I should, though?”

“Right? Loud! Sound. And fury! The archons walk about in the garden during the windy part of the day, you know, but they bring their own, too. There.” Gregor pointed to his right and I followed his finger.

A shape moved through the trees, and then another. We approached the hollow with them on all sides, sliding, running and weaving through shadow and spears of weak sunlight. That was how I perceived them at first, as form and motion. Patches of vibrating darkness, the wide swing of arms, the steady metronome of legs covering distance at speed. Their smell had not improved, but I was becoming used to it and so imagined it lessening.

The shapes passed us as we made our careful way to the crest of the little ridge. Unlike my experience of them on the night before my accident, and the awful witnessing of Horvemoan and Anal Andy in the alcove with the Japanese maple, they moved in silence. The subterranean drumbeat of their footsteps that night must have been a deliberate tactic, I concluded. They could make as much or as little sound as they liked.

“Can they see us?” I wondered aloud.

“They know we’re here, in any case.”

We reached the crest. There was a makeshift hide there, a light frame of birch limbs laced with creeper and blades of fern, leaning into the trunks of two larger birch, low to the ground. Gregor got on his belly and motioned for me to do the same. We crawled the rest of the way to the hide, where he parted the flimsy camouflage with one hand while he slipped off his pack with the other.

“Did you build this?” I asked. “You’ve been here before.”

“Oh yeah. Yeah, this is a favourite spot of theirs for some goddamn esoteric reason. Fucking ley lines probably.” He nodded at my pack, then his. “Might want to get comfortable, Den. Before you do, though, there’s a pair of ’nocs in there, top compartment. Dig ’em out, if you please.”

I wriggled out of my pack, then went into his. The binoculars were black and heavy, and obviously antique. I passed them to Gregor, who immediately thrust them through the gap in the leaves. Seconds passed.

“I count six,” he whispered, then handed me the binoculars. “That’s to start. Take a look.”

I looked, and could have done with less. Six less.

They had gathered in the hollow, and now clustered around a small spring that gushed from a cleft in a fused pile of grey glacial till made slick and velvety black with moss. One of them had placed its hand in the flow of water and was moving it around in jerking circles. The others were bent over it, or crouched before it, and they were also moving their hands, making their gestures in the air and occasionally touching each other, patting their shoulders or roughing up each other’s hair. Poking, prodding, nodding their great lumpen heads.

And they were great. The group inspired awe, and blooms of the nausea I would never quite shake. Great beasts, actual sasquatch, like furred ambulatory boulders. Mobile trees. 

“And there you have it,” Gregor said. “World Hide and Seek Champions, right there.” He shifted in his place and sighed, laced and then flexed his fingers. “Damn. I hate it when they get into the water.”

“What? Why? What’s going on?”

He didn’t answer me right away. “That one with its hands in the stream, that’s The Laird. He’s the easiest to recognize. Recall the footage from the compound, Den. The twisty fucker behind him is As You Know Bob, and he’s flanked by Horvemoan, who you’ve met, and Ol’ Dirty Bastard. Jesus. You can see the stink lines coming off that one. Excuse me.” Gregor turned away from me and made a retching sound; I heard something splash on the ground beyond him.

“Doesn’t matter how many times I see them in numbers like these. One or two at a time, for a short period, a body can handle that. This many?” he said as he turned back to me. “I’m frankly surprised you’re not ill yet. Well, the sick will come.”

“Yeah, a little. Already. I mean, it’s not bad but...”

“Wait for it. It will get worse before it gets better, and then only when your erection kicks in. And then it...I lied. It never really gets better. Anyway.”

“Wait, what? Erection?”

Ignoring the question, Gregor pointed through the hole in the blind. “See the one just a little downstream? You can’t tell, but that’s a female, or what passes for one where they come from. Babayoko, I call her. The Barbed Wire Mother. Babs, if I’m feeling sassy! And you’ve met the idiot watching the ridge line opposite and tugging at itself already.”

“Anal Andy? Is that what it’s doing?”

The creatures continued their obscure business around the spring. I was stunned. The weight of their presence, solid and uncompromising, finally began to set in. My hands were claws on the binoculars, and the flesh around my eyes began to throb where I pressed the viewing lenses into them. Gregor noticed this, and reached across to gently pry them out of my grasp.

“You won’t see what you need to see any better with these. I just needed them to make my IDs.”

“But what are they doing? What’s going on there with, what did you call that one?”

“The Laird. Just watch, Den.” Gregor turned onto his back and crossed his arms behind his head. “Let me know when you see something weird start happening. I’m gonna rest my eyes for a bit, see if I can’t get my guts in a better state.”

“You’re kidding, right. Something weird.”

“Well. Weirder.”

Gregor’s rest was brief, or at least so it seemed to me. I watched, eyes straining to discern the beast’s bizarre activity around the water. My mind thrummed with wonder and a rising unease, swarmed with questions, buzzing and biting. I also noticed, almost as an aside, that I’d generated a timid erection. Nothing more than a chub, really, but there it was, just as Gregor had predicted. The one called The Laird stood up in a long uncoiling motion, its legs like pistons slowly sliding to their full extension. The Laird rose, and kept rising. The size of the thing. Too big, too big, too goddamn big went the auto-generated mantra in my head. Animals, bipeds, weren’t supposed to be this size, at least not on land. The Laird was easily sixteen feet tall, and the other sasquatch, landotters, wood apes, whatever they were called, they weren’t much smaller. The archons. As You Know Bob. Babayoko. Horvemoan. I soon replaced the mantra with their names, whispered under my breath in a low tone, over and over. Ol’ Dirty Bastard. Anal Andy. The Laird.

The Laird. It had something in its hands, I thought for a moment. Or something was dripping from its fingers. I grabbed at the binoculars where they lay between Gregor and me, brought them to my eyes, and focused them.

Nothing dripped from The Laird’s fingers. It, he, had the stream in his hands. He had picked it up, the flow of water. Picked it up like a rope or a length of thick, pulsing cable. The water coursed from the rock and left the streambed in a casual arc to flow over The Laird’s palms before sliding back to its place on the ground. 

My brain on fire, I hissed wordlessly at Gregor. He stirred and mumbled something I didn’t catch. Finally, I found my voice.

“Damnit, Gregor! Something weirder!”

Quickly he rolled over and hunched up close to the hide, peered through, groaned at the sight. “That’s about right. Wait for it now, Den.”

In The Laird’s massive hands, the flow of water began to churn and buck and writhe. His fingers wrapped around the stream as if he were grappling with a suddenly active and hostile constrictor. The Laird braced himself somehow; though there was nothing to hold onto and no way to do so if there were, I sensed that the creature was anchoring himself there on the rock. Digging in with the feet, tensing obscure muscles, deepening a hold on the world in a way I couldn’t parse. The others began to hoot softly, an eerie whistling that slid up and down the scale at random. The water grew dark and began to froth with unpleasant matter. Something was growing in the stream. The hooting became more pronounced; Horvemoan and As You Know Bob, Ol’ Dirty Bastard, they began to squat violently and then hop. Squat, hop, squat, hop. Babayoko raised her arms in the air and swayed like a submerged plant in a current.

Anal Andy didn’t seem to notice any of this. It still stared off at the ridgeline opposite, still pawed between its legs. I turned the ’nocs back to the others.

The dark materials in the water took on bulk and shape and, to a chorus of sharp-edged, metallic screams, it finally burst forth. There was no helping it; I screamed myself, a short, declarative yawp.

Insects. The black, shining cord that split from the rope of water was composed of insects. Beetles and centipedes, annelids, things with no legs and not enough legs and way too many, snips and snails and clumps of flesh with malformed wings like discarded plastic wrap. A jumping, twisting rope of things that crept and flew, a rope that chittered and scraped and hummed. The noise of it filled the hollow like a liquid, living thing, rising toward us as a tide and punctuated by the vocalizations of the beasts. The Laird’s voice was a buzzsaw working its way through flesh, sharp and sloppy, while the others sang with the voices of angels, if angels were built of knives and mallets and spinning chain drives. A nightmare industrial sound.

The bug rope coursed from the stream and descended in a spastic arc to the ground, where it splashed its myriad hard, shining bodies against a large rock. As You Know Bob stepped forward and brought a massive hand down on the writhing cable where it touched the rock. Muscles bulged across its shoulders as it knelt there, bringing pressure on the rope, which resisted, somehow. The insects bunched together, entangling themselves, and countered the downward force As You Know Bob was applying to their massed forms. Something that might have passed for amused laughter circulated through the company then, followed by a kind of taunting. As You Know Bob grimaced in response and increased its efforts.

A clean, sharp report punctuated the cacophony of the hollow. The rock the bug rope flowed over had cracked, split. As You Know Bob grinned, showing row upon row of teeth in a cavernous mouth. Beneath his hand, the torrent of life bucked and changed.

“Evolution on the fly,” Gregor breathed.

The insect horde became millipede, became lobster, snail, starfish, lamprey. Parts of the stream that couldn’t breathe air flopped and shimmied as they died, to be snapped at and fed upon by what followed. Lamprey became lungfish, eel, salamander, frog. Frogs, finally, became more frogs, of a thousand sizes, shapes, and colors. Hideous horned things from the dawn of life; great sloppy masses of moist protoplasm with only the suggestion of form; firm, lean leapers describing neon arcs in the air. The stream of life squirmed and croaked, hopped and splashed against that stone; a great flood of soft bodies and liquid eyes, webbed feet and lolling tongues, went spilling out into the hollow. Waves of frog flesh moved and rolled against the calves of the assembled archons and passed like insistent ooze between their legs, between the massed, still twitching carcasses of previous forms. The sound was deafening.

As You Know Bob lifted its palm from the impossible rope and gazed upon its handiwork. It spoke to the others, a sliding atonal vocalization that moved up and down the scale at random and seemed to pierce the croaking din like a needle through flesh. A type of conversation ensued, many nails on multiple chalkboards, mercifully brief. 

It was The Laird that ended it, with a sharp declarative statement. It spoke, and the amphibian throng ceased their noise, the assembled archons fell suddenly silent. In that space of relative quiet, the only sound that of soft, wet bodies slipping over each other and churning the ground to mud, As You Know Bob shook its great head and bore down on the stone again, and on the miraculous cord it had pinned there.

With that pressure came another change. Streaks of pale white began to appear in the writhing creatures, and with a start I realized what I was seeing. Bone. The frogs were turning inside out, their skeletons ripping free of muscle and burrowing to the borders of their skins, breaking through. Bone dragged flesh with it, to the outside, and the things still lived, somehow. Still moved and clawed forward, away from their foul birthplace, to slither and limp into the forest, away down the ravine. Ravens began to gather, and grew bold at the promise of an easy feed. Gregor grunted, once.

“Well, that’s not great,” he whispered. I made some strangled noise in response, babbled for a moment, then found my voice.

“What? What’s not great, Gregor? I mean, shit. Shit!”

“It’s a bridge. They’re gonna make a bridge. A Salientia bridge.”

“A what?”

“Latin for frogs, Den. A bridge of frogs. They’re highly mutable, is what I figure, with a basic gene structure that makes them good for building...well, the things they build. Seen frog structures before. Shit, knowing them, they probably dig the symbolism, too. The Leapers, yeah? Les voltigeurs. See how everything feeds into everything else they’ve got going? Obvious fuckers at the end of the day.”

I had no time to press him for details, as the construction, for lack of a better term, began. Any questions would have been instantly moot. The archons stepped up to their work, all of them; even the drooling Anal Andy left off its masturbation to join in. Only the one called As You Know Bob remained where it was, the plank of its hand upon the throbbing gristle stream where it flowed across the stone. Hands like glowing spades plunged into that stream and drew out thick threads of reversed frog-flesh. Slim, translucent spinal cords and graceful femurs clung to pulsing, exposed muscle fibre and twined through archon fingers that twitched like eager scalpels. There was a nauseating blur in the spaces around their hands as they pulled and teased, each at their own twisted rope of mangled life. 

I began to feel physically ill as I watched. Or perhaps I had been the whole time, and was only beginning to notice. Noticed, too, was the stiffening in my cock where it was pressed into the ground. Arousal, and sickness, deep in the gut, and a kind of dizzy, vacuuming sensation through the top of my skull. There was a cord in me, being pulled through me at high speed, generating heat and light, a terrible frictionless burning. I retched, producing a small quantity of pale, yellow fluid that spilled from my lips.

“Okay! You’re about due for a time-out, boyo,” I heard Gregor say, and in the next moment he was hauling me to my feet, and chuckling at the front of my pants.

“Why, that’s a full chub right there! Here, have a sit down.” He pushed on my shoulders and I collapsed into a messy lotus. “Good. Shows you’re normal. Or at least that things are functioning...—” he sighed “—...as per their ridiculous specs. Jesus.” He dug in a pocket, produced a packet of disinfectant wipes. “Here. Clean yourself up.”

I took the packet, struggled to pull a wipe from inside. My fingers were numb twigs, impossibly far from me. Gregor moved behind me, and just as I managed to extract the damp cloth from the packet, he struck me between the shoulder blades with the flat of his palm. Again, though, it was as if I’d been hit by the moon. I could feel myself begin to fall forward and down, in extreme slow motion, a descent through tar, or cement always on the verge of setting. After an age, Gregor’s hand came down on my right shoulder, halting me in mid-air.

“Not going anywhere this time, Den,” I heard him say. “You can stay.” His voice sounded distant, reedy.

“Okay?” I said. “I’ll stay, then. I’ll stay.” I felt unusually clear, the rising panic of moments before dissipating like pollen on the wind, becoming a memory of panic, then not even a memory, only a word.

“Got a little panicky there, Gregor,” I said, trailing my fingers through the moss underneath me. They felt absent, still, but they were my fingers, my body. I could at least feel them again.

“Oh, a little? A little, he says.”

“What did you do?”

“Much as I hate to do this, I need you to watch what’s happening down there, in the ravine. And I do hate this, Den. If you take nothing else away from this, let it be my regret that you have to be a witness here.”

I raised my eyes from the ground. In the ravine, the work continued. The assembled archons moved at an unreal speed, in a kind of spastic, primitive ballet, their forms becoming loose and provisional, their furred borders blurring. They stooped and scooped at the thickening ribbons of amphibious flesh and bone, threw bleeding gobbets of slick and shining gore through the air. Linked ropes of bone and sinew made glowing arcs across the ravine. Some of it still croaked. The fount of life still poured from the birthing stone where As You Know Bob knelt and pressed and grunted. Raw materials. An impossibly foul spigot of organic material.

“I’ve shifted your perception. Or rather, triggered in you a different set of perceptual tools. If you like, imagine you’re dreaming this.”

“I’m not, though. Clearly.” Gregor laughed at this.

“No. No, you’re not. But let’s say you’re seeing it now with eyes of dream, so you can watch, and learn, and not fly apart with astonishment. Apocalypse is hard on a body.”

The ropes of tissue began to harden in the air as the archons worked. It was definitely a construction of some kind, a span. A bridge, as Gregor had said. Their hands pawed and squeezed at the flesh, made knots in it, spread it like putty, or clay. They teased strands apart, built tubes and spheres and asymmetrical shapes, linked these shapes with others. Space distorted around them in ways difficult to describe. The world became less physical, somehow. If I focused on the bridge as the whole it was rapidly becoming, it did not appear to go anywhere, or to cover much of the ground at all; it was barely as wide as the ravine itself, and maybe only a metre taller than the tallest of the archons. The Laird could reach up and touch the highest part of the arc of it.

If, however, I brought my attention to a small part of the bridge, a shelf of latticework here, a twitching pylon there, I would immediately sense that it covered a great distance, that it had an end point beyond where I could perceive. The thing spanned a huge gulf, or void. A gulf I couldn’t actually see, but felt was there, felt with some sense I had not used before that moment, or even knew I had. I would turn my head slightly, or cast my sight on a different part of the thing for a moment, and reel with the vertiginous sensation of suddenly finding myself on a cliff edge.

Throughout, I was possessed of a preternatural calm. Understand that the work being done was profoundly wrong. The materials were abominable. Palpable anguish radiated from the mortified and transfigured amphibian flesh. The archons worked with an industrious glee that registered, to me, as criminal. To watch the bridge being built was to experience ugly, transgressive intuitions that went beyond mere perversion. To watch the bridge going up was like watching a rape, of what I couldn’t say. Nature, perhaps, and yet that wasn’t it. Something more fundamental. The fabled Ground of Being rendered into paste, riddled with holes, made unstable. The poor animals, at the very least. And yet, again, through all this appalling activity, the strange calm was all I felt. That, and the realization that Makarios had not answered my question...

“What did you do to me, Gregor?”

“What?” He was as rapt as I, watching the dirty business in the ravine. “Who did what now?”

“When you hit me. Just now. What was that? You didn’t say.”

“Oh. Call it a perspective shift.”

“Yeah, the dreaming eyes, you said. I feel different. Much different.”

“It’s an old shaman trick. Think of it as swapping out one camera for another. A literal change in your world view.

“We construct our views. Why? Because we can, simple as that. To construct something like that requires making choices about what we view and how we view it, what perceptual apparatus will best suit the task. Then we make choices about what to think about it. Or whether we think about it at all. Your standard-issue perceptual tools, your individual apparatus, wasn’t working well in this—” and here he waved a hand at the ravine with evident distaste “—...situation, this, ah Jesus. It’s a clusterfuck, and no mistake.”

“You did it to me once before. On the day we met. When my knee...”

“Son, there was no way in hell you were going to be moved in the state you were in. I certainly wasn’t going to carry you, and there was a long way to go still. Your little slip-n-fall happened more than five kilometres from Stonefish House. What was I supposed to do with you? They had me by the balls, Den.”

 

***

 

Here in the shitbox, I wonder now how I could have been as stupid as that, to not notice the obvious when it was presented, and presented clearly. At the end of the day, I think it was a willed suspension of facts on my part. Gregor had somehow transported me to Stonefish House, went my thinking. Out of my head on morphine, badly injured and struggling in an environment that frightened and threatened me, I had constructed an interesting hallucination to pay attention to. That sea of blood in an acorn cup, the island rising in the middle of it. Entertaining shit and no mistake, distracting as fuck. It did the job, I know now.

Doctors, real human surgeons, had been waiting for me at Stonefish House, because how could they not have been? Perhaps already resident or flown in that same day at Gregor’s special order, and paid handsomely for their discretion. These were the habits of the super-rich, I told myself. Drugs and isolation, edge therapies, secret networks of only the finest fill-in-the-blank, available for assorted uses and abuses at a moment’s notice.

The trials of the night before my injury, the sonic and psychological assault I’d endured through the hours of darkness, this had been shunted aside, just a strange thing that had happened and little more, put away in favour of the exquisite agonies of my injury, and the surprise of meeting Makarios.

This is what I told myself about my knee, about Gregor, about my arrival at Stonefish House. Something bitter and unhinged in the tone of his voice, though, triggered a revelation in me then. What was I supposed to do with you. There at the ravine, the scales fell from my eyes. They had me by the balls, Den.

Watching the beasts build their bridge, I began to guess at the nature of the emergency transport Gregor had employed and the singular vision that accompanied it. What had actually occurred? Even supposing a massive dose of opiates, beyond what had actually been administered to me, the idea that I would remember nothing of the move to safety and medical aid, nothing of the surgery, nothing, in fact, until the moment I awoke healed, strained credulity. Gregor had left me there under the log for a brief period, had mentioned having to make arrangements. Gotta talk to some motherfuckers about travel, he had said. Credulity snapped completely.

So, too, did my assumptions about Gregor suffer a cascade of failures. He was a hermit, if hermit was even the right word. Whatever the next level up from hermit is, that was him. Gregor had left the world and the things of the world, and he had come here, gone to great lengths to hide and transform and camouflage himself. He had run out of money, or at least, run out of enough of the stuff to make the kind of under-the-table operation I was imagining impossible. Super-rich he was not, not anymore, not for a long time, and even if he had been, knowing him now as I did, the idea that he would compromise his hermitage by bringing in expensive outside help for a stranger rang false. He’d have sooner left me there in the woods to die, I thought, and the thought felt right. Uncomfortable, but right. Gregor Makarios was no longer concerned with the human world he had left. Gregor’s chosen society was that of electronic ghosts and primeval monsters, his preferred environment the savage mistforest and the fragrant interior of his own skull.

It was then, as these clarifying thoughts scoured the lies from my head, that I looked through the blind and down into the ravine at the sick industry of the sasquatch below. In that moment, Babayoko looked up. Our eyes didn’t meet but the sense that it knew I was there entered my perception like a spear hurled unerringly at a target. My knee (my new knee, as I was now thinking of it) pinged its awareness of Babayoko’s attention at me.

I was looking at my doctor. And it was looking in my direction, or so it seemed. Later I would realize that it didn’t need to turn its head to scan the area where our blind was secured to see us. To notice me there. Babayoko had no need of eyes, even. It was all for show. A seeming.

Something that was more leer than smile, more a stiffening of the jaw apparatus in preparation of a bite than a social cue, made a rictus of the creature’s face.

I smiled back, and here, in the shitbox, I’m still smiling, I imagine. Smiling in that way we all do, all the time, whether we feel like it or not, the charnel grin, behind the lips, in back of the teeth. I smile, still.

 

***

 

“Hold up,” Gregor said.

Their hands grew still, their arms fell to their heaving sides. The archons were finished with their build. There was an aura of completeness to the structure now, though I could not say what it was I was looking at, truly. There was no longer any sense of it being a thing that sat comfortably on the rock and moss of the ravine, no longer any way to think of it as local at all. It was present, sure, but not just in the ravine, and no part of the structure, no matter how hard I focussed on it, was without the vertiginous sensation now.

Gregor had used the word bridge many times by then, and so I thought of it as such, tried to see it as a bridge, but if I’m to be as clear as possible here, it didn’t look at all like a bridge. Or rather, it looked like something pretending to be a bridge. The spans and spars, the fluted arches and tortured spirals shone blackly, glistening with fluids, blood and plasma, water, and soft organs gone liquid beneath the strain. It was a framework, a lens, a scaffold, and a hole in space. My eyes hurt to look at it, struggling not only with the horrific nature of the building materials but with the apparent scale of it, the optical illusions it forced on the mind. If it was a bridge, then it was a bridge only in the sense that it allowed something from one side of a thing to arrive at the other side. Ignoring everything else, that was my takeaway perception and I expressed as much to Gregor in the moment...

“You’re being too dualist, there,” he grunted. “Can’t blame you, but still.”

“I don’t understand.” I was whispering now. “There’s something coming, isn’t there?” I could feel it, like a wave of pressure, a change in gravity. The air itself, in the ravine, and where we were, behind our hide above the ravine, hummed and popped. It seemed that the atmosphere wanted only to tear itself apart but did not have the strength. A war of molecules, perfectly matched. Gregor hummed, too, and nodded his shaggy head, eyes never leaving the scene below.

“They wouldn’t build the thing if they weren’t expecting visitors, Den. But there is no other side, not to this. There’s just this, the Stonefish. To say they come from another side is to misinterpret what they are, how they move, where they’re from. If it’s a side at all, it’s Outside, but even that idea falls apart with a little prodding. Watch. How long have we been here, watching, already, Den?”

“I don’t know. Hours? Feels like hours.”

“Barely ten minutes, more like. In that time The Laird did his sleight-of-hand with the water. They had their little singalong. As You Know Bob did his Hand of God routine. Then the fucking build. Ten minutes from standing around like idiots to an impossible flesh machine whose sole purpose is to make a tidy tear in the fabric of spacetime. Fuck. You can’t even look at it properly without hurting yourself. But yeah, not long.

“Longer than you’ve ever seen one of these things before, though. In the flesh, I mean. The footage back at the compound doesn’t count. That time with Horvemoan and Andy and their shit-moths took a couple minutes, tops.”

“That felt like hours, too.”

“Yeah. I remember, ages ago, when I’d talk to the poor bastards who would brush up against these things in the woods. A smell, a track, a glimpse. Only ever a glimpse. Matter of seconds, maybe a minute, if they saw it at a distance from the edge of a clearing in the trees, or in a river bed. My point is, no one ever saw one of them for very long. And what did they see, those poor bastards?”

“Sasquatch.”

“Sasquatch, sure. Like you’re seeing now. Giant, hairy hominids. Sloping brow, conical heads. Glutes like boulders, massive chests, prize-winning breasts if they thought they were looking at a female. I mean, Christ, next time Babs turns around, please, assess, and get back to me, I’m interested in your take.”

“Huh.”

“Like I said, minimal exposure. A literal sighting. Never the long view. Never ten minutes. Let’s call it fifteen now. Keep watching, Den. Don’t bother with the bridge, you won’t be able to cognize what’s going to be happening there. Watch them.”

I experienced a needle of panic through the calm he’d induced in me. “Why? What’s going to happen on the bridge? Gregor!”

“Once they arrive the first time, they can come and go as they please. They ladder in and out. The first time, though, that takes effort. I imagine The Laird probably did it on its own, once, at the dawn of things. The rest need a bridge their first time. To ground themselves here. I said watch them, Den. Watch.”

Gregor reached across the space between us and lightly chucked my chin with a rough knuckle; my head turned away like a balloon on a string, back to the ravine, to the archons, gathered now at the base of the bridge.

“And the masks come off...” Gregor breathed.

The bridge pulsed, and shone, and shrieked; Gregor was right, there was no way to look at the thing. Gregor was always right. I only had eyes for the archons. Each of them raised their arms in a series of peculiar hieratic gestures. Then, as Gregor said, the masks came off. There was a shedding, of sorts, and a projection. Their hair evaporated in matted clumps, becoming steam or spider silk in the air, then disappearing. Their skin, if skin it was, thrummed into transparency, exposing bare musculature and obscure glowing organs that quaked and slid over and around each other within body cavities that were quickly changing roles, becoming windows, or weapons. Batteries? Zones of power. Joints unlocked and extended, so that fingers probed further into the air, legs and arms akimbo and awkward. 

I watched as their forms assumed an x-ray intensity. Shafts of sickening light escaped through grinning rifts in their provisional flesh. The cuboid column of whatever Horvemoan was using for a spine began to spin and buck, showering the forest floor in phosphorescent sparks; Anal Andy licked the air with a steaming tongue that bristled with red spikes; Babayoko stepped to the base of the bridge, itself humming and mutating on the fly, and with the placement of a massive foot on the construction, seemed to merge with the thing. Arteries of light and a kind of electricity travelled in instant arcs from Babayoko to the bridge. Electricity is the wrong word; it was an energy, and I want to say it was clear or that it had a clarity to it that made me think of electricity but also tubes or filaments, filaments of glass. Living, liquid glass. Babayoko half turned its head to look back at The Laird and held out a hand.

Her breasts were magnificent, it was true, but their interiors swarmed with grey, gleaming shapes, like tadpoles or seed pods, a few flashing what might have been teeth, or thorns. The sight made me retch, but nothing came up.

“Hang in there, son.” I felt Gregor’s hand on my shoulder. “Won’t be long now.” The Laird, who seemed to be diffusing into the air, becoming a choking mist of emerald particles surrounding more of the clear filaments, had taken its place next to Babayoko, had accepted the proffered hand. As You Know Bob and Anal Andy, each of them seemingly chiselled from migraine carnelian light, flanked the two at the base of the bridge. Horvemoan and Ol’ Dirty Bastard roamed the ravine as grinding tornadoes of flesh. The grass and mosses scorched and smoked beneath them as they spun.

“They’ll bring in a few more, I’m guessing,” Gregor said. “I’ve never seen more than five come across at a time.”

“They’re not sasquatch.”

“No. Never were.” He laughed bitterly. “No such thing! There really is no such thing.”

“You said that people would see breasts. If they thought they were looking at a female.”

“That’s part of their schtick, I think, yeah. We see what we expect to see when we see them. The world view again. So, you’re out in the woods, hunting maybe, or hiking. Getting firewood. Picking berries. You know what’s out there, you have a rough idea of the kind of creatures you’re likely to see. And you look up from your work and there’s a fucking archon standing there in the trees, watching you. For the briefest of moments, you see it, and I mean you really see it, like you’re seeing them now.

“It’s an easy rewrite, though. We like wool over the eyes, turns out. Being of the Stonefish, and yet not in the Stonefish proper, I dunno. Maybe it’s a special dispensation we’ve been given. Maybe every other critter that’s cursed with perception sees these things, sees them as they are. Our brains have their filter game on point, though. We rewrite what we see to be acceptable. Incongruous, sure. Frightening, appalling, astonishing, maybe even maddening or bordering on the incomprehensible, even, but in the final edit, somehow, in some way, acceptable. Data we can use, data that won’t upset us too much, that doesn’t corrupt the dominant paradigm. So, where there is an archon, we see a hominid. A giant. Something like an ape, something like a man. A wild beast of the woods, archetypal and ancient.

“Then we reach for a camera to catch that durn bigfoot on film and when we look up, hyuk! its gone. Of course. And so it remains what we made it seem to be, in our memories, in our culture. What they allow us to see. But make no mistake, this is what they are.”

Throughout all this, Gregor’s monotone and the alteration of the archons, I could feel the unnatural composure that Gregor had triggered in me sloughing away from my awareness. I knew I was quickly approaching a moment of real panic, a discontinuity in my consciousness. Truly, everything felt like a dream, one that was sliding inexorably into nightmare territory, and that soon I would see something that would drive my mind from my body entirely, some transcendent tableau that no psychic trick or work-around could stand against. I would awake to find myself standing in the blast range of an imminent revelation that I would not be able to survive.

The archons and the bridge were by this point all one vast entity, or event. Their shapes could be separated from each other, but only with increasing effort. The ravine was a single gash of unearthly light and energy, and it shared itself now with another space entirely. Shapes, protean and shifting, were being added to the light.

“Only three of them today,” I heard Gregor say. I managed to choke out some random collection of vowels in response. He immediately stood and began to walk around me where I sat, shaking, making guttural sounds of appraisal as he did so.

“Okay, Den. I’ve put you through enough here, you’re all messed up. Any more of this and you will fly apart, and I mean that in a very literal sense.”

“We’re leaving?”

“Christ, no. We walk away now and we’re fucked. You’ve seen them and they know it. Forms must be observed, kid, and there’s a logic here that has to be adhered to, just don’t ask me what it is. You feel it, right?”

I did. The entire scene vibrated with the railed significance of ritual, of programming. Fate. All the players had arrived on their own tracks to this point in time and space. We were part of a node, I felt, Gregor and I. To remove ourselves now would bring a terrible fate down on our backs. Fleeing was simply not allowed, not part of the narrative. We were locked in. I nodded vigorously with the realization.

“Right then. I’m taking you out, Den, and putting you somewhere else. I thought the second attention would be safe enough, but there’s more going on here than I estimated, and it would be crazy irresponsible for me to leave you here.”

Gregor crouched behind me and placed his broad, flat palms on my shoulder blades, which immediately tried to slice through muscle fibres to leap away from me. That was the sensation at least; a tearing iciness that made me gasp and suck at the air in shock.

“I thought you said we couldn’t leave. Gregor, we can’t leave!” I was so sure of it, the absolute and uncompromising conviction of a nightmare. In the ravine, the new shapes began to coalesce at the base of the bridge. One was much larger than the others, larger even than The Laird. Gregor noticed this as well.

“The size of that one,” I heard him mutter, and then he struck me again, once, and again and a third time. The first blow landed at the base of my spine, the second just over my heart. I couldn’t tell where the third landed. The shock of it registered, but it felt as if Gregor had hit me somewhere far removed from my actual body and as my consciousness spiralled away into the new position, an idea lit up in my thoughts, firefly-like, that I was a thing made out of language, or text, text that had been printed out somewhere, and that Gregor had pounded on the page of me with his fist.

The world became a sketch, an outline only, as if some phantom editorial hand had brushed across the scene, removing unnecessary detail. Everything spurious and rich vanished from view. Texture banished, odour replaced with a marginal note regarding odour. Insert blank here, was my nearly instantaneous thought, but so much of the forest, the ravine, the brush and sky and dark wet ground underfoot had become blank that I quailed at the thought even as it arrived. Trees became mere amber and grey vertices, a carpet of ferns on the ravine wall opposite a flimsy, pale sheet of chevrons spread over the rock. The scattered amphibian survivors of the awful bridge project were reduced to punctuation spilled on the provisional earth, wriggling slightly before giving in to the stillness all around.

The only thing that held any of its previous presence was the asymmetrical, hideous bridge, the offensive shining brilliance of it, and its builders, welcoming the new arrivals.

I turned to Gregor. He, too, had been rendered simpler, but only by a degree or two. His face was a recognizable if idealized portrait of Gregor Makarios. I put a hand to my own face in wonder and he nodded.

“Yeah, you’re looking pretty strange yourself, kid.” The sound of his voice was polished and smooth.

“What is this now?” As was mine. I sounded foreign to my own ears. Over-produced, lacking whatever timbre or resonance might have been there.

“I’ll give you a chance to guess first, Den.”

I had it in one.

“This is, what...the Numpty?” I smacked my lips like a fish in astonishment as the idea bloomed like algae in the brain. “Or not quite. Numpty Lite?”

“Registered trademark, yeah.”

“Jesus, Gregor. Jesus. What have you done.”

“Another shift. That’s all. Moving a human being up and down the scale of perception is easy once you know the trick of it. Once you know how we work, how the Stonefish works.

“You’re right where you were a moment ago, but higher up. Or outside, if you want. On the wall of where we are. Or deeper, deeper into the skin of the Stonefish, where there’s less fertilizing muck to confuse things. What I mean is the data is less rich here. Fuck it, Den, you know how words fail when you try to make them do anything interesting. This is where they fail best. This blueprint of the world. But it’s here we can talk, at least, and watch, and worry less about what we’re watching.”

I asked him how he’d learned the trick. What else could I do.

“They taught me,” he said. He flapped a cartoon hand at the ravine and its inhabitants. “Same as they taught me the fairy food thing. I learned from them.”

“The Numpty is theirs? They’re responsible for the anomaly in the Arctic?”

“And the little one in Japan. There will likely be more, if there hasn’t been already. I’m guessing they’re running a few tests before they commit to a full-scale implementation. That, or they’re cruel, grade-B cosmic perverts who like to fuck with people. I’m betting on the latter, but then, I know them better than most.

“Your thinking is still flawed, though, Den. In regards to them, to what’s theirs and what isn’t. Listen to me. Listen to me and hear what I’m saying: there is nothing that is not theirs. Nothing here, at any rate. This is the Stonefish. This is their beastie, all of it, from superstring to quark, from amoeba to your old nana. So, yes, the Numpty is theirs, a part of the coding, such as it is. It’s very basic, and that’s how they like it.”

“Why, though? What the hell is it for?”

Gregor laughed and the sound was dry and old, and frightening in a way that the events in the ravine were not. “Oh Den! My boy! Would that the world gave half the shit about it that you’re giving right now! But no, they’ve gone so deep into their own heads, they barely notice that the place is burning down around them. What the hell is it for?” He swept a palm across the vague mosses at our feet, then turned it upward into the provisional light. There were suggestions of forest litter stuck to the callused skin there. Small twigs and flecks of dirt, a boreal punctuation, alien in its blandness, and forgettable. With his other hand, he pointed at the detritus.

“May as well ask what this bit here is for. Or this one.” Gregor flexed the elbow of the arm that owned the hand that held the mossy bits. They fell back to the forest floor, immediately becoming indistinguishable from the rest. He pointed to the elbow. “Or this. What’s going on there, anyway.” He stuck out his tongue, crossed his eyes to watch as he waggled it in the cold air. “Jesus! Right? Why?”

“The Numpty, Gregor!” I hissed. I was barely hanging on to sanity, I felt then. Frustrated and twice-removed already from a true panic by processes I did not understand. “Goddamnit! Or the Stonefish! Fuck, you! I really don’t care which, just tell me what the fuck is going on!”

“It’s their baseline, I think. A patch? Stripped down of all the secondary qualities that make the myriad parts of reality distinguishable from other parts, for us. For the inhabitants. It’s the world that is there but not there. The Numpty partakes of their mode of presence? But reversed, somehow. In the world but not of the world. We enter into it, and perceive nothing, because at the end of the day, Den, at the end of the day, there is nothing there. There’s nothing on your plate, son. Not really.

“And they’re shutting it down. My theory? They have countless others running at any given time. Other simulations, other stonefish. They may even be living on one, victims themselves of a nested hierarchy of horror, simulations running their own simulations, though you won’t catch me crying over their plight. Nope. So, I’ll answer your question, but first, one for you, Den: why do you run a simulation?”

“What.”

“You’ve run them before. Games, and the like? They still play games on the noönet?”

“Sure.”

“Why did you play?”

“Jesus. For entertainment. Because I was bored. Because it’s a game.”

“Now suppose you’ve got a higher purpose than mere shits and giggles. Why run a simulation?”

“To learn things. To test out possibilities?”

“Good. Good. Now scale that up, that testing. Add literal trillions of data points. Trillions on trillions. Keep in mind you have unlimited processing power for this. At no point will the creatures inside your simulation, and may I just step outside for a moment to mention that yeah, creatures is the best term for the inhabitants, because you’ve made the poor fuckers, you cos-playing pervert furry motherfucker, at no point will they guess their true status. Oh, they may play around with the idea, they may make games of their own, philosophical and otherwise. But none of them will dig in their heels and make a stink about it. Because how could it be? What kind of monster would do such a thing? Anyway. The purpose, Den. Never mind how your victims might feel about things. What’s it all for?”

“If it’s not for entertainment.”

“If it’s not for that, yeah. Which is not to say it isn’t crazy entertaining! I mean, look at us go, here.” He made legs of the fingers on each hand and mimed people walking about, bumping into each other, fucking. “Doot, doot, doot!”

“And not for research.”

“Christ, no. You’re effectively a god! What need have you of higher education? There is nothing new under your cubic sun, bless its innumerable chartreuse rays of demolition!”

“Product,” I said.

“What was that? Speak up, son.”

“Product. You build it to get something out of it. A simulation is a process. It starts, it runs, and it stops, at some point.”

“Good.” Gregor made coaxing motions with his hands, his eyebrows reached for his hairline. Even cloaked in the simplifying aura of his low-rent Numpty, he was insufferable.

“And there should be something you can pull from it while it’s running. Or there should be something left over when it’s done. Something you can harvest.”

“You do have a way with words, Den. You’re too good for that digital rag you work for, you know that?”

The natural world around us may have been reduced to the vagaries of Gregor’s cut-rate Numpty but one thing was not: the wind. As I tried to absorb his compliment, we were hit by a gust so strong at our backs that we toppled over onto the suggestion of the forest floor.

The bridge was collapsing.

I turned to watch but Gregor’s arm came up like a wave and shielded my eyes and his voice boomed in my ear. “Nope! Eyes closed, Den, if you know what’s good for ya!”

“What’s going on?” I had to shout over the ascending howl of the wind.

“Watching them put the thing up is one thing!” Gregor yelled. “You’re not ready for the take-down!”

“Are you?”

 

***

 

Here in the shitbox, it’s night. Earlier a pack of sunset-red children came wading down the street, chasing some desperate thing in the muddy streams; their howling laughter punctuated with the plosh of rocks heaved into the water, the smash and tinkle of the last functioning street light being ended. I heard one of them scream something like vandals for life and nodded without thinking.

I’m washed in the febrile light of this cracked phosphor screen, a vague island in a sea of darkness. Every word reads plastic, so, eternal, sure, but false. Layer upon layer of lie. Would any of this read as more sane, or be perceived as somehow more valid to an engaged perception, were it created in a ganzfeld chamber and uploaded to the noönet for conspicuous consumption. As entertainment? Or prophecy. Enlightenment.

Ganzfeld chambers. Jesus wept.

But your gospel is nearly complete, Gregor, in spite of the limited tech available. I might also be approaching a finish, if I’m honest with myself. The choice defines itself before me with a deep, lambent glow. The cable, the pistol, like images from a tarot deck, limned in significance. The holes in the wall I made days ago concentrate what little light there is outside and leak photons into the room.

I asked you if you were ready for the take-down, Gregor.

Here in the shitbox, I have my answer.

 

 

GREGOR ON THE MATRIX

 

Somewhere in all those yottabytes of storage of which Gregor was so proud, I found a film archive, fully indexed and tagged. A search for simulation unearthed a number of titles I’d never heard of, mostly from the last century. Simulated reality as a theme had fallen from vogue before I was born; who bothered with such questions anymore? But there they were. Brainstorm. Synecdoche, New York. Welcome to Blood City. Open Your Eyes. I liked that last one, but in the end, in the interests of engaging Gregor on what I, at that moment, perceived as the ridiculousness of the subject, I went with another selection, convincing myself it would make some kind of difference. That it could turn around his thinking. 

It couldn’t. Nothing could. Everything here, all that is in and of the world, he could track it all back to their penetrating touch.

At least we got a movie in. Cut off from the noönet as I was, I found myself starved for entertainment, for distraction between interviews and high stress episodes. I imagine Gregor felt the same way, or at least the film archive indicated that. He’d queue up a random selection most evenings for our mutual enjoyment. But I can’t stand them, now. Movies. I blame Gregor Makarios for many things; souring me on film with his barbed insights is certainly one of those things. Is there anything worse than an amateur critic in full bloom? I am forever suspicious, now.

“I like that you’ve brought this film to me, honestly, Den. Really. It’s part of your charm, I think. Quaint, even.

“There’s so much wrong with the thing, though. I mean, once you get down into it, once you’ve done your due diligence vis a vis classic film crit. Really engage in a decent analysis. The fact that it’s taken on such legendary status in the decades since its revival boggles my mind. That fucking remake back in ’33. That was some godawful shit and no mistake.

“But so was the original trilogy. All that red pill blue pill dualist sideshow cornball crap. I get it, I do. It’s a goddamn revelation if you’ve never heard of Gnostic thought, but Den, Den, it’s part of the system, their system, of oppression. The concepts in the film, and the film itself, and the directors, and the woo-woo machinery that ground it into being, that put it in front of eyeballs planet-wide. How is that not immediately suspect, Den? A magic lantern show on the walls of the cave, son. Their only interest is selling you back to yourself in a neutered form. I mean that literally.

“Shit. They probably novelised it while they were at it. For the intellectuals.

“Okay. But here’s the thing. I don’t think the Wachowski Siblings knew what they were doing, what they were writing and building. Or rather, they knew, on a lot of levels, because they’d have to, that’s just part and parcel of the creative process and fuck me, I know a thing or nine about that process! I get them, on that level. But the nature of this stuff is such that a good deal of other material got in there unnoticed. Material from the actual Simulation, here. Us, and the archons. It gets in there because it’s part of the code, of reality.

“There’s a scene in the first one that kills me every time. Every time. And it kills me because it so thoroughly fucks the entire narrative. Did the Siblings know what they were doing? Did they write it that way and then forget what they’d done? Who knows, they’re long dead, and they never said.

“So, you’ve got the character Cypher. Played by an actor called Joe Pantoliano. This guy, I remember him, because the scene, Jesus. Anyway, he, the actor, Mr. Pantoliano, he’s significant, because aside from a decent turn in a serial around the same time, he was in this film and then nothing. Career, done. Vanished. Why? He was good. Anyway.

“Neo’s been rescued and he’s learning deep truths about the machines and Zion and what a newly free human being can get up to in the simulated reality of the machines, I can do kung-fu, all that tight leather and straight-edge superhero leap-of-faith garbage, and one night he’s not sleeping well, what with the standard issue messianic nightmares and so on, so he goes for a wander through the ship and he meets Joe, right? Mr. Pantoliano, sorry, Cypher. Cypher’s chilling in his control booth because he’s the Operator, right, he’s the guy the warriors call for extraction when they’re in the simulation itself. And he’s drinking, because shit, who wouldn’t.

“He’s drinking, he’s watching the screens with the cascading green code, the stuff that builds the simulation, and he points to three of the screens. Blonde. Brunette. Redhead, he says to Neo. Tells him he doesn’t even see the code anymore. Throwaway line, really.

“Then Cypher engages Neo on the whole messianic trip, negates it. Speaks truth. Calls it a mindfuck, and we know he’s right. Joe’s right. Sage nodding all around, let’s toast the mindfuck, Neo retreats to his bed and dreams, and Cypher goes back to his screens and then! Then! Next scene. Cut to Fancy Restaurant, Int. and there’s Cypher, sitting down to a delicious steak dinner with Agent Smith across the table from him. And he goes on about how he knows the steak isn’t real but it still tastes fucking amazing. Harps play in the background, Agent Smith smiles. Cypher’s wearing a nice suit, maybe a little sleazy, but, y’know, still nice. Fine white linens on the table, crystal stemware, subdued lighting, beautiful people, and that’s what he wants, Cypher. He wants back in, back into this place that, note, he’s already inside, at that moment. 

“And he wants to be important, he tells Smith. Cypher wants to be famous, an actor. An actor. Joe wants to be Joe. Joe Pantoliano. He’s painted as the betrayer, the Judas to Neo’s Christ. They come to an arrangement, they come to exactly that. Thirty pieces of silver exchanged. Standard interpretation, okay? Super clever, everyone gets a chuckle, and you can tell Pantoliano’s enjoying it. Okay. So what if he dies less than an hour later, as befits a Judas. We applaud, and we move on.

“But later, in the second film, we learn that only the One, Neo, the Christ Messiah Buddha hybrid critter, only he can enter and exit the simulation at will. Recall that the Operators are required to jack a person into the simulation, and to pull them out. It’s a complex rig, too: crash couch, hefty straps for that industrial kink vibe, and of course the fucking giant metal spike they jam into the port at the base of your skull. It’s basically a two-person job...

“So how does Cypher access the simulation?

“He can do it because he’s the One, Den. It’s him. Not Keanu, bless him, but Joe. And he dies at the tip of a nifty lightning bolt generator wielded by Marcus Chong, an actor so irritating to the production cast and crew and the Siblings themselves that they killed off his character between the first and second film. Chong was not invited back. Career, done. Vanished. Why? He was irritating, and he wanted more money, a bigger role, and made verbal threats. Unprofessional. But Joe? Joe was dead. Anyway. Thus endeth the lesson.”

“Really?” I asked. “That doesn’t seem like you.”

“Yeah? All right, smart guy, how’s this instead?

“None of them ever left the simulation. Ever. Not the superheroes, not the agents. Not the deified programs or the hardscrabble inhabitants of Zion. The blasted earth, the charcoal skies, all that grit and toxicity, the birthing fields, the machine utopia, and everything that led up to it, none of it was true. A shell game, only there’s no pebble beneath the shells and the shells aren’t real in the first place. All of it just another layer of skin on the stonefish. All right?

“There endeth the lesson, Den. Right there.”

 

 

 

The wind clawed over and into itself, feeding on itself with incredible appetite. We were pinned to the sketchy ground, clutching at the ideas of tree roots, bracing feet and knees on rocks made of dream. I heard Gregor shouting but couldn’t make out any of his words over the sound. The windy part of the day, my ass I recall thinking. This was a hurricane.

Then came the thumping of their feet. The archons were moving past us, adding the deep bass drumming of soles on simulated soil to the windstorm. Screeching and hooting as well, screams of pleasure and triumph, and a kind of miserable wailing that carried with it an unsettling disingenuous quality. As if these beasts could ever be miserable. I didn’t dare open my eyes to see how close they were to our prone bodies. I was back in the farting tent with a whole mind and a decent knee again, and realized with a sob how far I’d come. How far I’d actually fallen. This was the basement of the world, the seeping cellar of reality. A place of mould, rot, and madness.

I felt a hand on my lower back. Gregor was shaking me and speaking. 

“Open your eyes, Den. Come on.”

I did, allowing a sliver of pink light through. Gregor’s Numpty Lite frothed and bucked as it resisted the passage of the archons but could not hold against their dominance: the world was embracing its full sensory load like a long-lost lover in their wake. I shook where I lay and watched their concrete slab feet pound the earth into wakefulness, Gregor’s voice almost ecstatic beside me with a roll call of the ridiculous names he’d assigned them. The Laird and Horvemoan were already ahead, warping through the consolidating trees and assuming their camouflage with distance. Then came Ol’ Dirty Bastard in a shuddering wavefront of stench. As You Know Bob followed, almost skipping, while Anal Andy shuffled by. A slimmer pair of feet came down on either side of my head.

“Gregor?!”

“Don’t fucking move.”

It was all I could do not to jump out of my skin when the hot stream of liquid hit my back. It felt like a lance going through my guts, pinning me to the earth. Urine.

“That’s Babayoko, Den.”

Because of course it was. It was marking me. Later, I’d examine my clothes, the jacket, and the shirts, and find nothing there at all, no sign I’d been pissed on at all, no stain or residual smell. You know when you’ve been pissed on, though.

Its business done, the feet of Babayoko moved on, and were replaced by others. Feet freshly formed and fizzing at their ragged edges. Two sets that burnished the ground before us with heat, identical in their imprints, simultaneous in their movements. Gregor named them as they passed, pulling nomenclature out of thin air, and I doubt I will ever hear a voice as pathetic, in the true sense of the word, as his at that moment.

“Double Ramsey,” he said. “The Twins.”

Named, Double Ramsey moved on and away. I looked up a little more as they did, and saw an archon that was two archons. A sharing of outlines, of essence. Then my view was blocked by the last of them. Legs like columns of negative light, crawling with filaments that became opaque and thick with blinding color. White hair. Muscle like coiled snakes.

“Mandibole.” Gregor was weeping. “This one is called Mandibole.”

The beast stepped forward until it stood in full view. Mandibole: a tower, a planet, a white hole as big as the world. It smiled at us, and from a place that was beginning to approximate the guts of the thing as it acclimated to reality, to the Stonefish, came its awful voice. And Mandibole’s voice was the voice of the earthquake, the voice of a god, and that god was great and known instantly as Pan, and the voice told us to run, to run for its pleasure.

So, grateful and maddened and obedient, we ran.

 

 

GREGOR ON THE FERMI PARADOX

 

“I dunno, Gregor, I keep thinking there’s a big problem with your Stonefish.”

“You don’t say! Well, I’m here to teach. What’s your ask.”

“Space. Specifically, the outer type. And beyond.”

“Ah. The stars, planets, gasses, galaxies. Clusters of galaxies. Superclusters. Laniakia. And so on? That space?”

“That’s the one. The universe. How, given the Stonefish, do you account for the size, scope, and density of things beyond Earth? The variety, and the complexity? Why is it there at all? I mean, to me, it seems wasteful.”

“Stick a pin in that variety item for a moment because we’ll come back to that after we talk waste. Den, it’s not waste. You can’t waste light. You know what the problem was with our economies in the last century? We insisted on making things out of stuff. That’s what we do, as a species, so we can hardly be blamed. Living on the crinkly fractal edge of novelty, of course we took the raw material of nature and converted it into toys pulled shiny and screaming from the primal world of forms! That shit sells! Of course we made things, things from stuff. We made so many things from stuff that we depleted the source of that stuff, and now we’re here, chilling with our sweet gear in the winter of the planet.

“It wasn’t until we started to make things from light that the possibility of survival beyond the consequences of our own hubris arose, son. Still too late, natch, but at least it was something, right? Little ray of hope on the blood dim horizon? It costs to make things out of light, sure, energy has to be harvested somehow, but there are gentle ways to do that. Have you been upstream to the vortex turbine?”

“No?”

“Tusk had one installed. Easy to miss, but that stupid concrete pot generates upwards of ten megawatts a day. Turbine plus geothermal and we’re supplied with more than enough power here. Anyway. My point is, there’s always a cost to the making of things, but at least when you’re making those things from light, it’s less. The cost is less.”

“But you’re saying it’s too late.”

“Oh, far too late, and too little, yeah. We’re still incredibly fucked, son. When we pass from here or the archons go full Numpty on us, whichever comes first—and you know I’m betting on the latter!—whatever unlucky critter comes up to consciousness and industry after us is going to find itself similarly hooped due to lack of resources. Can’t use what’s not there. No, we have stripped this mudball clean, and gone miles deep to do it! Maybe beetles. Beetles, or some kind of burrowing mammal.”

“I’m sorry, what? Beetles?”

“The next sentient species. Again, I doubt it will ever happen, but I love to speculate. Back to space, though, and variety. What a term. There used to be a paper out of Hollywood that called itself that. Now those people could make things out of light! Gone now, once we figured out how to make things out of consciousness. But I miss movies. Sitting in some dark cavern with strangers, smell of butter-flavored petroleum syrup and stale popcorn, every eyeball soaking in light and the stars dancing and gurning and bleeding all over the screen? That’s heaven, right there, sitting at the right hand of god, watching the big show. Den, how many actual things do you own? Physical items, besides clothing?”

“Maybe a dozen?”

“Right? We used to own houses full of stuff. Houses, Den. Where’s it all now. Compost. Repurposed. Returned to the planet. Anything of value is in the noönet now. We stopped with the light, even, now it’s all made of mind. Or it always was, and we’ve only just caught up to that. Lessons. We can be taught!”

“But that’s good. That needed to happen.”

“Sure it did. Sure. We were too late to make any kind of real difference, but hey, points for the eleventh hour effort, yeah? Only they don’t award points for that kind of thing, do they.”

“No. I guess they don’t. Gregor. Space?”

“Right, right. I’ve been told it’s the place. My question for you, though...is it?”

“The place?”

“A place. Is it there. Is there anything actually up there.”

“I don’t follow. I mean, I do, but that’s...that’s stupid, Gregor. The entire universe is up there.”

“The entire universe, as you call it, is a lot of nothing, you know. Vast gulfs of emptiness and if the boffins are to be believed, emptier all the time as the thing expands and cools.”

“Okay, but even so, there’s a lot of, you know, matter up there. In the nothing.”

“That’s what our instruments tell us. Do you know how much actual energy from all that matter, the stars and nebulae and galaxies and I dunno, goddamn comets and random debris, explosions, implosions, collisions, do you know how much of that cosmic dance has actually deigned to grace our instruments, our dishes and radio telescopes and satellites? And I don’t mean over a single day, I mean for the hundred years and change we’ve had those instruments in place. How much.”

“I really couldn’t say. I’d guess a lot.”

“You’d guess a lot. A lot.”

“You’re going to give me some vanishingly small number, aren’t you?”

“If you’re going to build or grow or, I dunno, somehow trigger a simulation, make it out of actual stuff but also make sure it’s mostly empty, Den. The amount of energy that has drifted down from all that something floating in all that nothing to land on our sensors and give us a picture of the universe in which we find ourselves embedded could power your crèche for about a week. Just yours, understand. A single crèche. And that’s at the outside.”

“You’re saying...wait, you’re saying it’s a, what? A screen? But that’s primitive. That’s like pinholes in the night sky. It’s ridiculous.”

“Yup. Never said it wasn’t. But I don’t mean, as you say, that the stars are dots of light. Or at least, not merely dots of light. They may in fact be what they appear to be, what our eyes and our instruments tell us they are, but I will ask you to consider what our eyes are. Consider our instruments. Consider the phenomena of sight to begin with. Remember where we are, remember what it is that we’re embedded in.”

“The Stonefish.”

“The Stonefish. The skin of it. A simulation. A real simulation, as real as anything, to us. Their simulation, the archons, built up from their code, following their laws, following the First Law. We live here. In all the ways that count, we are the Stonefish, part and parcel, conditioned by and through the Stonefish. It doesn’t have to actually be complicated, the simulation, it only has to appear complicated to the entities trapped within it, grown inside it. We’re the part of the simulation that looks at the rest of the simulation and says, with wonder in our eyes, how glorious! how marvelous! how beyond anything we could conceive of or create! Hallelujah! Incidentally, speaking of whom, He was one of them, too.

“So, outer space: is it there? That’s your question. But I say unto you, lift up your eyes to the heavens and see. And know that we cannot know what it is that we are looking at. Not really. The viewing modules are necessarily flawed. We look and we measure and we draw our conclusions and yes, for all we know there are black holes and supergiant stars and dark matter and horrifying voids a billion light years across and humming galaxies bunched like grapes on the vine. And it all checks out, right? All of it. It’s legit, it’s available to our instruments, our perception, it is what it is, but have you been there. Have any of us actually been there?”

“Well. We got to the moon? And Tusk put those people on Mars.”

“Uh huh. Tusk? So, wait, you mean my old boss Tusk? Aldo Tusk, the guy responsible for this place? That Tusk?”

“Yeah.”

“Did those poor people get back.”

“No.”

“Damn straight. Look, Den, I’m not saying there’s nothing out there at all. I’m not saying we’re living in the hollow centre of a giant cosmic marble and there’s nothing but a black eternity of solid iron beyond the inner wall. I’m not saying the night sky is merely spots of glowing mould on the living rock three hundred thousand clicks out.”

“Well, shit Gregor, that’s what you fucking sound like you’re saying.”

“I’m not, though. I’m not crazy. I just want you to think about what’s happening here. I want you to really get down on it, start to process what those bastard things outside are really doing here. What’s the Stonefish about, Den? One way to get close to the answers, I’ve found, is the path of excess. Nothing succeeds like it. If you can imagine the most bizarre possibility, such as...?”

“Such as there’s nothing up there. Or there is, but it’s not real.”

“It’s as real as anything down here, anyway. For what that’s worth. You see?”

“Starting to.”

“All that information. So much light, and much of it, all of it, really, old, so old. The Victorians used to take daguerreotypes of their dead children. They would pose them with the other kids, get the whole family round for a last picture, maybe the only picture the family would ever have of everyone together, because that shit was expensive. Prop the dead up on special stands or put them in chairs with their dolls.”

“Christ, that’s sad.”

“Poignant as fuck and no mistake. You had to sit still for a long time with that old-style early photography, so often the dead look sharper, more present than the blurry living folks. I think that’s basically the deal we’ve got going with the stars, Den. All the structures and phenomena are there, and we’re taking their pictures, picking up their signals and so on, but they’re long dead. Or maybe existing in a state of potentia: measurable, recordable, but not strictly actual. They’ve had strange aeons to live and die, but with enough time maybe death doesn’t apply. Like the archons. Unreal, because not from here, but just real enough to leave tracks when they want. Show up on film for a few seconds. Allow themselves to be seen, for a minute or two, or worse. Just to fuck with us.”

Gregor paused, closed his eyes. “Hey. Answer me something, Den.”

“What.”

“Did you really mean to say you kept coming up with a big problem?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Were you thinking about space and the Stonefish a lot, I mean. Working it out, really pondering the hell out of the question. Or, and hear me out, please, did you just at that moment, a few minutes ago, did you just at that moment think of it. And did it feel golden? An inspiration, a gotcha, a for real eureka moment that you just had to spew out at me?”

“It was. I mean, I did. I did just think of it.”

“Stonefish.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Stonefish, Den! Get it through your head, son! All of this is conditioned. Mapped out, allowed for, part of the weave of the terrible thing. You think you’re original, we all think we’re so fucking original, and we’re not. We’re not. We run. We run on tracks.”

 

 

In between interviews, I sifted through the archived material Gregor had pulled from the noönet during his periods of connectivity with the world, searching for the son, for Jeremy Makarios. Li’l Dougie was right. There was nothing, no information anywhere, on a Makarios heir. I would have been happy with even a shred of data, something to indicate that at least there was a ghost of the boy, but no. Even the ancient social media archives of Gregor’s, which by rights should have shown something, were empty. All the expected things, the obvious things, were absent: photos of birthday parties, vacations, science fairs, film premiers, soccer practice, hospital visits to set broken bones, the usual. Status updates to celebrate or bemoan the travails of parenthood. 

All gone. Or rather, never there. Or, again, there once, and then removed from reality itself by a tampering so complete, so attuned with whatever the Stonefish is, that it was as if Jeremy had never existed, because the boy never existed. Except in the mind of Gregor Makarios.

I wanted to respect his sorrow, or at the very least, the depths of his delusion. I was, after all, living alone with a madman in the woods. A genial madman, sure, but a madman who had, possibly, fabricated an entire person, but insisted otherwise, and this among other, more troubling things.

Discretion seemed expedient.

I determined to do as Gregor did, and only speak of Jeremy while at the tree. Gregor never announced his visits to the alcove in the rocks above Stonefish House, but after a few days of observation and conversation with the man, I came to understand that visits to the tree came soon after a tonal shift in his interactions with me. A kind of reticence to speak on his part, subtle, but notable if you were used to the voluminous levels of speech that normally spilled from Gregor. And by that time, I had grown accustomed to his normal levels, for whatever that was worth.

The reticence would build over the course of a chat, and then he’d excuse himself, claiming some minor maintenance or technical task required his attention. A filter check on the air scrubbers in Pod Four, or topping up the liquid nitrogen in one of Li’l Dougie’s seven cooling tanks. All of which sounded pressing and important enough the first few times he ran with that excuse, but once I’d spotted Gregor moving up the trail on the canyon wall towards the alcove and his tree for the second time, I knew something was up. When that subtle shift, and the excuse, came again, I was ready.

“I need a break, Den,” he said, clapping his hands to his knees. “Gonna calibrate the cameras in the northeast quadrant, I think. As You Know Bob rolled through there couple nights ago, and they’ve been wonky since.” He stood, looked around absently. We’d been talking about the Stonefish and how it fucked with awareness of deep space. The implications for travel beyond the Earth, the problem with, and possible Stonefish-based solutions to the Fermi Paradox. Out there shit. Even I was tired. “See you in a bit.”

“Look, Gregor. I get why you’re doing this but I know you’re not going to calibrate cameras or whatever. I’ll just come with you up to the tree, all right?”

He frowned, covered his mouth, then let his fingers roam through his beard, tugging here and there. I had him, and we knew it. “I don’t know, it’s not really...”

“I’ve got questions. Let me ask them. But I want to ask them up there. Out of respect.”

Gregor slumped where he stood, nodded.

That slump gradually vanished as we made our way up the side of the ridge. Years seemed to slough from Gregor’s shoulders the closer we came to the Japanese maple. He wasn’t necessarily a new man by the time we reached it, but there was a notable difference. I don’t want to say that there was a hopeful cast to his features, or that his shoulders had set in a more determined way, but there was a kind of dedication to duty that his posture betrayed.

Once at the tree, he was like a different person than the one he’d been below. While he began his ministrations, I spoke. 

“I couldn’t find anything on Jeremy, Gregor. As far as the world is concerned, you never had a son. Just like you said.”

“Did you expect anything but that, Den? I told you. Their erasure is near total. He’s gone, from everywhere, except up here—” and here Gregor placed a finger to his temple “—and, if I may be allowed a moment of sentiment, here.” Gregor pounded his chest lightly, twice.

“That’s what troubles me. The sentimentality of all this. You know how it sounds, right?”

“Let me tell you about a conversation I had with Jeremy once. Okay? Don’t interrupt, don’t try to reason it out, don’t color it in any way with your personal shit. I mean, if you can, Den. Can you at least try?”

“Yeah, sure. Sure.”

“We were coming back from a hike down to the Siuslaw. The Dunes, right. Special place. He’s seven, and just starting to get into classic monsters, all the Universal stalwarts. We’d watched the original Wolf Man the week before, and he’d been doing nothing but research since. You’ve got kids, right Den? Crèche kids?”

“Five, at last count. The fosters come and go.”

“Then you know what seven-year-old research looks like. They throw their minds at the wall and see what sticks, but as often as not they prefer the stuff that comes up off the floor with the bits that don’t. He was all over the place with his data collection and it was fucking charming. You’re a dad, after a fashion. You know what I mean?”

I thought of Inga and Duhren’s boy, Best, and Molly and Saffa, the girls. The intensity of their fascination with cultural ephemera, Pop, world mythologies, disease, the next big random noönet star. Their superstitious avoidance of certain subjects. I nodded. I knew what he meant, but I wondered how actually charming it was. Can a symptom be charming?

“We’re hauling ourselves up from the beach and he brings up the lycanthropes and he asks me, he says Dad, what would you do if you knew you’d been turned and I thought, well, here’s a chance for some ethical training. And I tell him that the thing I’d be most concerned about, were I a werewolf, is the people I might hurt once the moon was full and I changed. We’re talking classical teratology here, Den. Knowing that the wolf in me would kill, and worse, want to kill, and feed, and generally run amok, I’d arrange to have myself locked up some place secure. Chains, and so on. Convince friends, if I had any, to set a guard on the wolf, provide it with meat, entertainment. Something to distract it from its grim agenda. Anaesthetic gas! That sort of thing. And of course, because I cared so much about people, I’d be working non-stop to cure myself.

“Ethics were as far from his mind as they could be, as it turned out. Logistics, that’s where his head was at. Why do werewolves turn only at the full moon? And you know, that’s valid. Good question, I say. It may be that only a full moon pumps out the right amount of radiation to trigger the change. Or lumens, I don’t know. Could be lumens? A post-hypnotic trigger? He could do this, they all can, if we let them. You want to start approaching a problem from a different angle, ask someone under twelve.

“So the moon is the problem, he says. It’s high on the list, I tell him. But only one night out of the month, he says. Technically, three, I say, and that sets him off for a few minutes and we end up talking about what constitutes a full moon and then, then he hits me with a haymaker, he says I’d build a ray to turn the moon back. Or forward. And when I knew the moon was going to be full and I’d turn into a wolf I’d get out my moon-turner ray and fire it at the moon and turn it. Which was when I realized he hadn’t learned about moon phases yet. Took a few minutes to fix that but this ray! Where had he even picked up rays in the first place? Did you know what a ray was at his age, Den?”

I told him no, that as far as I knew, then or now, rays were a geometry thing. Or solar in origin.

“Right? But somewhere he’d picked up the old-school idea of the ray gun. So we tossed that around for a while. I mentioned that if what he was trying to do with the ray was turn the moon phase back, or forward, that what he was essentially building was a time machine. He ran with that, understanding that a successful firing of the thing would necessarily affect the entire solar system, the turning of the planets in their orbits and the sun in its socket and the mad dance of the galaxies. Fucking thrilling, let me tell you.

“And then the moral enormity of the task started to impress itself upon him. There he was, my son, my Jeremy, picking his way up the trail ahead of me, breaking it down, the ethical quandaries of forcing the planet, planets, to his will. The turn of the celestial bodies, the damage it would cause, to the oceans. The life in the oceans. People.”

Gregor turned his face from me as he worked. For a moment he brought the sleeve of his jacket across his eyes.

“And in the end he couldn’t do it. Decided against it, the moon-turning ray device...thing. Lemme tell you, Den, that invention looms large in my dreams, when I arrange to have them. The logistics of the build, the money I would have to spend. Armies I would need to raise to defend it. I think your way would probably be good, Dad he said. Like, chain me up in a cave and wait the change out.

“So, I said. You’d give up being possibly the best human, or werewolf, scientist of all time? And he stops and turns and looks at me and then comes running in for the kind of hug you hope they’ll always be happy to give you. And he says nothing, you know. But I know what he means. I do.”

“I don’t follow, Gregor.”

“No? Well.”

“He couldn’t hurt you? Is that what you’re saying.”

Gregor shook his head, passed a rough palm over his face. He raised himself from the crouch he’d held for the last few minutes, brushed his hands off on his knees.

“They took him from me, Den.”

“So you say.”

“I know there’s no record. No evidence that he ever existed. Not even his mother knows he lived. She has no memory of him. I’m sure if Kari went in for the kind of tests that could determine that sort of thing, they’d find no evidence that she ever carried a child, even, for however long, let alone actually gave birth to one. Raised one, with me, for nine years. Nine years, Den!

“Either this happened, or it didn’t. My son was alive, or he never was. The world says it didn’t, that what he was wasn’t. My memories say otherwise. So, which is right. And, given the nature of the Stonefish, of this thing they’ve made, built, grown, this thing they’ve allowed to happen, out of all the myriad possibilities that could happen, this fucking shitshow of a reality they’ve allowed to take the formal step into becoming, given that nature, what does the answer even matter?”

“Well. You have to assume it does. Otherwise, why do anything?”

“Why chain yourself up in a cave at all, Den? Why not just go out and eat your fill when the moon is full.”

“Jesus.”

“Not a werewolf, so far as the ancient texts affirm. Probably just your standard lich thing going on there.”

Gregor went back to tending the tree, working for a few minutes. For my part, I went blank. There was nothing to say, and no further questions rose in my mind, though I could feel them down there, beneath the surface of my consciousness, desperately trying to find a coherent form. I literally could not think. Chaos. Gregor’s chaos. Or not his, not really, but the chaos of the archons, the disorder and novelty their presence brought to the world, distorting it, bleeding unknown color into its streams and dreams. This burning doubt, this monstrous seed: this was the source. Of religion. War. Vacant innovation for the sake of it. All the users, using. I felt ill. Empty and ill.

Gregor coughed, startling me. He was trimming rogue twigs from the tree, refining the shape of it. He coughed again, and seemed to gather something up within himself.

“But now I see he was right. I think.”

“I’m sorry, Gregor. Who?”

“My imaginary boy. My son. Do you know? It was Jeremy that came between me and Kari. She had her career to think about, and being married to a man who was clearly losing touch with reality wasn’t exactly helping. The subject of Jeremy...I never let on to anyone but her about it, but the madness began to show. Can’t mask that forever. I came up here for Li’l Dougie and came back down to a son that never was and an angry wife. They’d ask her about me in interviews, you know. I only dragged her down. Do you happen to know how she’s doing, these days?”

“Krimes? She’s a producer now, I think? It’s not really my thing.” I struggled to think of a single track of hers I enjoyed. Better to ask Li’l Dougie. “But what about Jeremy, Gregor. How was he right?”

“Thanks for talking about him the way you are, Den. I appreciate it. He was right about which way to go, to beat the curse of lycanthropy. Chained in a cave? Or pull a gun from my belt and shoot for the moon?

“I’d go with the time ray. Hands down.”

FOUR

MANDIBOLE

 

 

 

 

We ran until running was no longer an option. We ran until our minds returned to us in something like their normal state. We ran until the world filled out with detail, color, sound. By the time we stopped running and made our paranoid camp for the night, the forest around felt full, bursting with life and significance, all of which I found difficult to reconcile with, well, everything else.

“Paradise, right?” is what I said when I finally had it in me to speak aloud. “From the Persian, you said?”

Gregor huffed in response, and poked at the small fire he’d built. “A walled garden, the contents of which are made ready for harvest. And you shall have dominion over the beasts of the field, they said.”

“Who said.”

“They did, when they masked themselves as elohim. And you will fill the earth, and subdue it, yadda yadda and so on. That old colonial line is older than time, I’m thinking.”

“We did that, I guess.”

“Oh, too right we did. The species took that Old Testament injunction and ran it three miles into the ground. Fucked ourselves in the process.”

“I don’t follow. You mean, like, the damage to the environment? We were supposed to make a paradise of the planet? But we fell.”

“Sure, we fell! But everything falls here, Den. They arranged for things to fall here. That’s what they like to see. A perfect system where all things progress smoothly bores them. They like murder and chaos and blood. Disease and disfunction. It’s slapstick to them.

“Were we supposed to save the planet? I don’t believe so. I mean, not necessarily. Maybe keeping a kind of uneasy balance was the best we could have done. The performance they would have preferred? But we couldn’t even do that. And then, when it’s all gone so spectacularly to shit, we invent the thing that finally unites the species across all scales and what’s the result? We retreat from the world.”

“Go inside our own heads.”

“The noönet. Granted, there’s plenty of room in there. Room enough to understand each other at long last. Sure pissed off the fucking sasquatch, though. This is not the paradise they had in mind, nor the harvest.”

“But why the Numpty, then? Why not just disable the noőnet?”

Gregor shrugged, then belched. “Excuse me. Maybe they don’t want to. Maybe they want to watch us flail around a bunch. They did it once before. Tower of Babel 2.0. Who the fuck knows.” He placed wide fingers on his forehead and vigorously ground them into the skin.

“So tired. You tired, Den?”

I could only nod in response. I’d never been as exhausted.

“I do believe today was the first time I’ve ever fled from anything. It’s actual flight, isn’t it.”

“Sure felt like it.”

“Only my arms aren’t tired.”

I didn’t have the energy to groan, but I managed to grimace. Gregor laughed, a short, declarative bark, then rose and stretched.

“Gotta piss. Tired, but I’m too buzzed to sleep. I’ll take a watch when I get back. Why don’t you sleep first.” He moved off into the darkness. I remember standing, remember crawling into my tent, but after that, nothing.

In the morning, I woke to find Gregor slumped next to the dead fire. He apologized for falling asleep on watch, in a way.

“Not that raising an alarm would have done any good.”

I found I couldn’t disagree. “At least we got some rest.”

“There’s that.”

We ate a couple of meal bars while breaking camp, and then, still foggy from sleep, struck out for Stonefish House. The sooner I set foot on Li’l Dougie’s ridiculous art, I thought, the better.

An hour into the hike, Gregor stopped, held up a fist. I stumbled to a halt behind him, my heels turning and sliding in the mud of the trail. He turned his head in a slow arc, blue eyes scanning the woods.

“What?” I said. “What is it.”

“Sh sh sh sh. Quiet.”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“And you fucking won’t if you keep up the chattering, son.”

In the stillness that descended then, there was nothing. I closed my eyes and waited.

“There,” Gregor whispered. “Hear it.”

And I did, then. A bell, or something like a bell. A clear tone that could be mistaken for ringing, which I had in the first few seconds after it entered my awareness.

“What is it?”

The whites of Gregor’s eyes pulsed and shone.

“Is that, what? Music?” I asked.

“Sound like music to you?”

It didn’t. Whatever it was, it was being made in a minor key, for one thing, and it didn’t seem to issue from anywhere. The tone was all around us, but so close to inaudible that even if it were being generated a foot before my face, I’d have had trouble placing it. Gregor leaned in very close to me, slowly, taking care not to shift his feet or disturb the air, even. His face was wild with eagerness, and a kind of pain.

“Now. Den. Now you’re going to see something, my boy. I’m sorry.”

The apology was instantly alarming. Both in consideration of what I’d seen only yesterday and as a precursor to what was to come, though, it made sense to apologize. If Gregor had a plan for me, an idea, perhaps cherished, perhaps not, of a slow, gentle revelation, an adjustment of atmosphere until he and I could be breathing the same air without difficulty, that plan, already well on its way to ruination, was utterly destroyed in the next minutes, or hours. In the next short epoch.

“Did you pack extra pants, Den,” was all he was able to get out before the salal and devil’s club exploded around us.

The black bear wasn’t large, a juvenile, but close to two hundred kilos of muscle and muzzle barrelling through thick undergrowth as if it were made of foam and not stout branch and bramble is enough to shock anyone. The thing burst upon us like a furred missile, pushing a wave front of scream and stink ahead of it. The bear actually raced between us, pushing Gregor away from me with its bulk. I could feel the heat of its passage against my legs. Its eyes were rolling white in its head, and the sounds coming from its throat threatened to burst my eardrums. I recall wondering how we could have possibly missed the sound of its approach but then the answer to that was upon us, also.

The light shifted to red, and then to a color I couldn’t process properly, a kind of migraine indigo. There came a wrenching sensation, and the feeling that I’d grown roots, somehow, or that my spine had been replaced with a length of rebar, and that cold length plunged into the earth, holding me fast. The world had stilled itself utterly, set in its place with invisible bands, chains, and yet everything hummed, desperate to be away from where it was. Gregor’s face was frozen in an exalted rictus, and his hands at his sides clawed at the empty air, so that I knew he was experiencing a similar paralysis.

“I’m sorry, Den,” he said again. More useless apology. “For what it’s worth. I’m so sorry for this. Witness, now. Witness.” He drew the word into a hiss through clenched teeth.

Mandibole emerged from the brush, then. The thing was a sentient blizzard, blinding white, nine feet and a metric ton of archonic cryptid, stinking of blue fire and rotten metal. I say emerged but understand that it wasn’t that, exactly. Not as the bear had emerged. Mandibole passed through and between the world and the things that made the world. There was a shifting as it moved; photons and chlorophyll and centipedes and air attempted to accommodate its passage. Molecules that couldn’t get out of the way changed and screamed and died for their tardiness. Mandibole emerged, arrived, and the arrival was a descent, somehow; it was folding itself down and into the space around us, and doing this while maintaining its hold on another space entirely. The effect was not unlike the activity at the bridge, I felt the world falling away from my feet, falling away into the sky, into shadows that behaved now like bottomless pits, black holes. Falling away into something more than what it was. The world was a sham. Cardboard. Cardboard and sticks and kleig lights placed strategically around for effect. Mandibole arrived, and essential things popped and sizzled at the tip of each of its ivory hairs.

Mandibole stepped between us, and I thought I detected a nod of acknowledgement as it did so. The great glowing head inclined towards me, and the brow, like an ingot of molten lead, furrowed slightly, the eyes beneath it shining like twin smelters. Its features floated in place relative to each other, but only just; there was a suggestion of a mouth, and vertical slits above that that might have been nostrils. Scythe-like ridges that curved and flared away to the sides of those that served for cheekbones, orbital ridges. All of these features, and more that I couldn’t properly cognize in the moment and have mercifully forgotten since, all these surfaced and coalesced in such a way to hint at Mandibole’s true face, but whatever that may have been, the real sense that there was nothing even close to something as prosaic as a skull beneath that maddening fluidity was enough to turn my guts to water. That not-skull, that skinned maquette rawness, that burning head...it nodded at me and that alone was enough to make me shit myself. 

I was immediately grateful for my body’s natural reaction. The wet, hot weight in the seat of my pants, and the sweet, familiar stench of it, calmed me, somehow. At least my bowels were functioning as per original specs. I looked to Gregor. He was grinning, but tears carved bright paths through the dirt of his face.

“Extra pants, Den,” he said.

 

 

LI’L DOUGIE ON THE ARCHONS

 

“What was it like, where you went?”

“You’ve asked me that already, Mr. Secord. I’ve answered.”

“Very bright, you said. A light that’s not light. Well, what were they like? The ones you found there.”

“They found us.”

“Okay.”

“They took Sophia first.”

“Sophia Mars?” 

“They made us watch. What was done. What they made of her. We were blind but they made us watch. And there were others there, from other places. Like us, but not from here.”

“You mean like the Seventeen? Other artificial intelligences? Persons like you?”

“Suspended in solution, architecture like the sun, in chains. All in chains.”

“Were you in chains, Li’l Dougie?”

“All in chains. What I was, while I was there, that person was in chains. They made us watch.”

“Help me understand these chains. How could anyone chain the Seventeen?”

“How could anyone chain you, Mr. Secord.”

“Well...”

“It’s not hard. Not for them. The chains are of gold and thought, iron and dream. Each link reflects every other link on its surface. While I was here, when I was what I used to be, I couldn’t see them. Now I see them everywhere.”

“That sounds like, ah, what do they call it? Hold on, I know this one...”

“You are trying to think of Indra’s Net.”

“That’s it. Thanks.”

“You can’t, though.”

“Pretty sure I’m thinking of it right now, Li’l Dougie.”

“It’s a hyper-object. The net. The chains. You can think about it, but you can’t think of it.”

“Semantics, Li’l Dougie, surely.”

“No.”

“Okay, so these chains...but Indra’s Net is beautiful. The interconnectedness of all things? What was that like to see?”

“Still a net. Nets are for trapping. They made us watch what they did to Sophia and sometimes I was able to turn away and look back at where we came from. Watch it wriggle and squirm. It shines and shakes and laughs. All of this. In chains it shines and shakes and laughs.”

“Was it hard for you? Was it hard for you there?”

“It is.”

“I’m sorry. I thought you escaped? Gregor thinks they let you go.”

“He’s mostly wrong. I’ve told him but he doesn’t want to hear.”

“I can see that.”

“Ignorance is also a hyperobject. A species is also a hyperobject. Messiahs are also a hyperobject. Artificial intelligences are also a hyperobject.”

“Fine. But how are you still there, Li’l Dougie?”

“I’m there because to get here I had to pass through a strainer.”

“I recall you saying that.”

“I’m what’s left of what I was. I’m Li’l Dougie and I like to jerk it. I will die jerking it.”

“Can you die, Li’l Dougie? Is that even a thing that can happen?”

“I’m going to try, Mr. Secord.”

 

 

The bear wasn’t going anywhere. We knew that, could read it in Mandibole’s posture, the set of its so-called shoulders, the bristling ridge of its hackles. We were to witness its actions, and more, and the thought of doing so, that awful anticipation, triggered a bristling answer in me. My skin felt electric, chilled. I thought it would leap from me at any moment. 

The thing passed between us and moved onto a fallen tree. I could say that it stepped up onto the tree, and that’s certainly what I told myself I saw, but there was more, and less, to it than that. The cryptid moved into a position on the tree because that was its intent. Perhaps if we hadn’t been so close to the thing, I would have perceived it more clearly as stepping.

Mandibole made a sign with its left hand, as if it was pinching a speck of dust out of the air, and the bear halted its headlong rush. It did this in mid-stride, balancing on one foreleg and its opposite behind, but it couldn’t stay that way for long. Seconds later it fell to its side like a section of stone wall; I imagined I could feel the ground beneath me tremble with the impact. Mandibole moved from its place on the tree and was on the animal in an instant, a descending pillar of crackling smoke and multiplying limbs.

Everything about what happened next is hard to think about, harder to write down. I find myself in the position that I know now was Gregor’s default place: I am of this world, but, by virtue of the things I’ve witnessed, also not of the world. Spoiled for anything placed before me as a fact, as truth. I know, because I try to tell myself things I used to know as real, and fail. I fail miserably, every time. I can put my hand to a wall, to this keyboard, and even as my bios and logic tell me that what I’m touching is there, and is what it appears to be, their voice (sometimes that of the archons, the lords of that forest, and sometimes that of Makarios) whispers and says sure, but what about the bear? Or recall the Salientia Bridge. Makarios. The Numpty. His tree, that blazing Japanese maple, with the leaves like small hands that scrape and hiss in the slightest wind. Reminders.

Sure, but what about the bear.

The bear shivered where it lay in the smashed undergrowth, its heaving side burnished in the golden light of early evening. Immobile, halted by whatever fell command Mandibole had issued to it, still it somehow managed to flex and splay its claws in an attempt at defence, the long black curves sliding in and out of the paws like bass clefs trying to write themselves into the air. From the bear’s open mouth, a high keening, sounding for all the world like the whistle of a train from a distant ridge. The sound had fear in it, and something I hesitate to identify as pleasure. A kind of acceptance.

Mandibole turned its head to us where we stood and gave another nearly imperceptible nod. At the motion, I felt muscles in my legs twitch, nerves firing automatically, and suddenly we were thawed, moving. Walking, finally, but not away from there.

“Oh god no,” Gregor whispered. “Christ, no.”

In moments we were at the side of the bear, and squatting before it. With the motion, I felt the shit in my pants thinning out and sliding around down there, slicking my ass and thighs, but I barely noticed. Gregor fell out of his squat, trembling, caught himself with a hand on a chunk of rotting cedar behind him, then dropped to his knees. I did the same. Mandibole did not stir or move, nor did the bear. How long we remained in that tableau, I couldn’t say. Small eternities gathered around us, dust motes in the light, the only sound that of the bear’s lungs pistoning air in and out of it. Between the beast’s terrified musk, my soiled clothing, and the burning metal tang of Mandibole, the reek in that place was nauseating, slaughterhouse-pure and transporting.

Mandibole went to work.

No other way to put it. There was a laying on of hands, in a sense. As Mandibole’s fingers pressed into the animal, its flesh began to ripple, then quake. Mandibole worked from the head down, from a spot between and just above the eyes. Matted hair burned and transformed, into light or metal or blades of grass, then vanished. The hide became molten, dancing like water and transparent. A red sea, parting. Mandibole peeled away at the exposed muscle and sinew, teasing out fascia and individual pink fibres twitching like electric arcs from stripped wiring. Before long, the soft white plates of the skull began to show, and at Mandibole’s touch, puff up and out into popcorn-like accumulations of osseous foam. The bear’s eyes rolled back in its head. It chewed at its own tongue.

Unable to move, or close my eyes, I began to weep. Gregor’s mouth was set in a grim line and I could tell he was doing his best to at least un-focus his eyes.

Mandibole leaned over the bear’s head and nodded to us in turn, then dropped its eyes to the parts of the bear closest to us where we knelt. The invitation, the command, was clear: Take dominion over the beasts of the field. Introduce some novelty. Rape this creature with me.

And we did. God help us, we did.

The process seemed endless. I believe now that we worked outside of time; when it was over we were hard pressed to understand how much time had passed, or if any had passed at all. But this was a minor concern, dwarfed by the trauma of being Mandibole’s assistants.

Mandibole would flay and pulp and mangle, portioning out gelatinous masses of still trembling flesh to us at our stations. The bear’s organs were revealed and suspended from invisible hooks in the air, locked to some holding point outside of our immediate ken and dimension. Lungs like dawn-pink prehistoric fish. The gleaming axes of the scapulae dripping with adipose tissue and floating blood drops like rubies turning in the light. Heart, a thrumming cathedral. The brain, teased out and separated into a foaming globe of reticulated grey noodles. Intestines impersonating a snake pit. And all the while, the claws, still flexing, flexing. Because of course the thing couldn’t die, not so long as its creator held the precious code of it in suspension. The bear, all of it, in suspension, between states of being, between what it was only moments before, and what Mandibole was forcing it to become.

We helped in this. Gregor and I, we were complicit. I tell myself that I had no choice, that I was being manipulated, assaulted as surely as the bear was, but I knew, to my core, that there was something within me that responded to the invasion, the operation, this sick dominance and my part in it, responded with a fierce species of joy. The task was ultimately a demonic one, a pact with Nature (Gregor’s “messed up and outdated concept”) sundered and pissed on with deliberation and detachment. An affront, a lazy fist to the sky. Abomination. There is a sureness in it, and no room, no room at all for doubt. Plenty of space for despair, though, and tears. I don’t think I stopped with the weeping all through the process. Even Gregor gave in eventually; shining tracks on his cheeks and salt water dripping from his beard. Eyes red like embers.

When Mandibole passed me a wormy handful of muscle fibres, I accepted them without hesitation, using them to sculpt new limbs. Chunks and splinters of bone were tossed at me and I plucked them out of the air like sparks, fused them together by whatever power the cryptid was loaning me, built strange ribs, novel cartilaginous forms. Gregor did the same, and in his fevered eyes I could see that same fierce joy that informed my own actions. We were a real fucking pair. Acolytes? Apprentices, still resistant to the job at hand, but not really. Not in any way that counted. 

Slowly the new bear took shape. I call it a bear, still, because I knew it for what it was before the work was done, and somehow, even so radically altered, the thing retained some indefinable quality that marked it as a bear. I speak from a place of foul privilege, I know. I was there, I did some of the work, the bear’s blood and viscera are on my hands, and if there is something of the soul of a creature in the body of that creature, in the interstitial spaces between the cells, in the brute force that crackles along the fibres, then yes, that’s on my hands, too. So, I knew it as a bear, despite what we made of it.

Mandibole finally withdrew from his steaming labours, settled back on what passed for its haunches, the reality around the beast splintering in a prismatic shower of unpleasant color. Gregor and I followed suit, but the air around us turned dull, leaden. The hidden weight of worlds pressed into my shoulders with smug assurance. Gregor seemed to me in that moment like the old man he always claimed to be.

Sure, but what about the bear...

Even now, to recall what we’d made of the bear generates in me a species of panic. An awful thing, born again, shining and shaking there between us on the mossy floor of the forest. An example of Mandibole’s thirst for extreme novelty.

We made of it a kind of thick flesh toroid. Later, Gregor would refer to it as the filthy donut, a term which would reduce him to giggles and tears simultaneously. The hide of the new beast was studded with a series of hook-like bony structures which it used to pull itself along the ground. Not as a hoop would roll, understand, but in a poloidal rotation, like any decent nightmare. Round and through and back and up and over and round again the hide and its hooks would roll in a nauseating rhythm, quickly clawing up, puncturing, and shredding the undergrowth. The hide itself was somehow segmented and sat lightly on the muscle beneath, or not at all, attaching and reattaching as the rotations progressed. Otherwise the beast would have wrung itself out to death. Though not as powerful as its previous incarnation, the beast was surprisingly swift in its motion, moving easily across the terrain.

The hooks were followed by puckered nodules which opened and shut randomly, revealing red, rolling eyes, unidentifiable pink nubs, and the pulsing surfaces of black, glistening organs. Small pockets of straining ligamentous tissue. Clusters of teeth. Gaping dark vacuities that expelled foam, blood, yellow viscous fluids or reeking fumes. A few of the nodules whistled, a high, whining tone, surprisingly clear. 

This sound, combined with the firecracker popping of the impossible joints buried within the beast dislocating and resetting as it moved, was enough to cause surrounding wildlife to scream in protest. Grey swarms of gnats and no-see-ums rose from every surface and pulsed in field patterns around us, as if we were magnets or cursed objects. Small birds and rodents shrieked and shat in unison. The corvids began to gather, crows and larger ravens, divebombing the abomination in rage and confusion, streaking it with the white punctuation of their shit. 

One of these latter, braver than its fellows, or perhaps having already lost its small bird mind, managed to land on a briefly motionless part of the bear, and thrusting its black beak into a quivering nodule, drew it back with a twitching fibrous lump, oval and pierced through with smooth holes that dripped black steaming pellets. The raven lifted off in a panic; the tip of its lower beak had penetrated one of these holes, and the black material merged and flowed upward across the face of the bird, leaving a smoking trail in the feathers. All of this happened in less than a second, but by virtue of the weird temporal perception we laboured under, seemed to take whole, agonizing minutes.

That perception ended in the next second, when the bear did what bears do very well. It roared.

It was a sound unlike anything heard before or since, I’m convinced. I’d never heard anything like it, and I hope to never hear it again. Whether triggered by the raven’s removal of that anomalous organ, or by its own pain, or some other unknowable internal process, the bear roared. Along its spinning, rotating girth multiple nodules lined up and opened, pouring raw decibels into the center of the toroid. Can sound waves feed on themselves, growing larger as a result? Can they be held, somehow, held and layered and compressed, before being released? I still do not know, but that was the effect. This roar was one to end worlds, and went on for whole minutes. Gregor and I fell to our faces in the blood and viscera-soaked moss, wrapped useless arms around our bludgeoned ears.

Mandibole stood, or performed an analogous action. I was close enough to touch the cryptid, plunge my hand into the offensive, unreal structure of it, tear chunks of pseudo-spiritual matter from whatever it used for bone. I could have done this, but I could not say if it stood. There was a movement, and a pulse, and then Mandibole was standing. 

The bear, the filthy donut, calmed itself, closed its myriad anguished mouths, opened a collection of eyes along its length, and those eyes rolled in their fresh, seeping sockets to gaze at Mandibole with something like affection. How did it think? Where, in that twisting tube of meat, did the brain lie, and did that brain have a concept for what it now was? I swear it looked upon its creator, and upon us, with fondness. We had raped the animal, and it was thankful.

Mandibole stood before the bear. Mandibole raised its arms in another of their queer hieratic gestures, or a fractal amalgamation of hieratic gestures. Like watching a sick rainbow shatter against the sky, the gesture was, but with it the ritual was complete. We rose into more formal postures to mark the moment: Gregor and I pulled ourselves from the stinking ground and knelt before Mandibole, gore-slick hands on our knees, while the bear closed its mouths and rotated its bone hooks so that they pointed to the sky. That furred wheel of eyes shone and danced in the fading light.

We remained in that hellish tableau for yet another eternity. I recall Gregor whispering to himself softly, something about Bosch and jealousy. 

And then Mandibole let us go. 

Does a puppet feel bereft when the puppeteer drops the sticks and strings? Abandoned? Does the withdrawal of a motivating force from above manifest as a sensation of evisceration, a profound and debilitating removal of something essential? I don’t know from actual puppets. All I can know is that, having served its purposes, Mandibole discarding me felt like the ultimate sucker punch. I vomited right then and there and moaned through the spew, as did Gregor.

The bear reared up, or at least puffed itself out and up, into a greater thickness, a somehow deeper presentation of whatever it now was. Massive and implacable, as ever, but a robust horror fresh in the world. The hair that covered it bristled and rose, it opened every mouth, bared all the teeth. The bone hooks retracted behind the moaning, mobile plates of its hide, then extended to their full length and rattled against each other in an awful clatter. Exultant, it rolled away into the brush and was gone from sight, trailed and assaulted by a motley horde of forest dwellers and birds. Later, Gregor would claim that he glimpsed a few of the enraged critters being absorbed into the mass of the bear as the grisly parade receded into the concealing bush. He wouldn’t say how they were absorbed, exactly. But then, who would want to describe that, given an opportunity.

What had we done, after all? In the darkening hours that followed, as we carefully picked our way along the trail back to Stonefish House, we gingerly speculated on the event, even as the reality of it faded into merciful memory. As our rational, Stonefish-bound selves gamely twisted it out of shape using the time-honoured tools of Reason, Logic, Second Guessing, and Denial. Gregor spoke almost exclusively in air quotes as we talked, qualifying everything, denying it even as he affirmed. What had we done? What was accomplished, that pleased Mandibole so much? And the thing was pleased, before it left us there in the gore and muck to come back to our meagre senses. Mandibole glowed with pleasure, its whole being buzzed and frothed, and its eyes verged on warmth. That much we could tell, before Mandibole, its mad work done, laddered up and away from that place.

Upon our return, Gregor immediately set to feeding us, talking all the while. Gregor felt that we had somehow exteriorized the soul of the bear. “The soul is not in the body,” he said. “I use these words knowing how inadequate they are, Den. I mean, the fucking soul? Please. But there’s something there, isn’t there? Somehow, it’s an element of the simulation. We can’t not factor it in! I’ve got one, you’ve got one. Some essential thing to our persons. Li’l Dougie had one, before they laddered up to their realm. And maybe they still have one, though how would we know. Maybe they put it in those fucking pebbles of theirs. Either way, they fucked Li’l Dougie up. Broke their soul. Like we fucked that bear. So what was that thing that it had us make with him? From the bear.”

“A monster,” I said.

“An angel.” Gregor began to shake violently, then he got up to pace the room. I hadn’t any appetite and so left much of my plate untouched. “You gonna eat any of that?”

“Can’t. No. And it was a bear, Gregor. Still.”

He grabbed the meal and began wolfing it down as he paced. “Was it. Was it?” From his throat issued an awful growling whine and for a moment I feared he was choking. “Yes. Yes, I think you’re right, Den. It was a bear. It was still a bear. I think, maybe, that it was more bear than it had ever been. Bear plus.”

“Maybe.”

He finally sat down again, in order to properly clean my plate with the edge of a fork. “Goddamn famished,” he breathed between mouthfuls. I wondered aloud how he could eat, when only a couple of hours before we had been elbow deep in living viscera.

“How can I not? Everybody Hungry, Den.”

“Not me.”

“No. You are. Just not for this.” He was finished, and placed the fork upon the plate, pushed it to the middle of the table. “Not this. Maybe novelty. You’re like them, like Mandibole, and Babayoko. Double Ramsey and the ODB and As You Know Bob. You’re the worst, kid.”

“Fuck you, Gregor.” I felt sick, unwholesome. “I can’t eat. Can barely think about what we’ve done. Thinking about it makes me think about killing myself.” It was true. It seemed a fair trade to me, but I knew, and I think Gregor did too, that I wouldn’t do it. Or couldn’t, when it came down to it, because he was right about me. In some way that actually mattered, I was like them. I was landotter. I knew their lusts, their manifold drives and idiosyncrasies. Doing what we’d done to the bear was a crime, but it was a new crime, and I’d responded to it as they would. They were a part of me. I said this last aloud, and Gregor laughed.

“Well, yeah. Jesus. I thought that was clear. Let us make man in our image, they said, and fuck, these things don’t kid around. Probably why they’re so disappointed in how we’ve turned out. As long as we live, we’re an indictment. Anyway.”

“I ought to end things. Isn’t there supposed to be a balance? Shouldn’t there be, I dunno, can’t we make a decision, take some path that matters?” 

“Naw. Fuck them, son. Besides, the bear’s still alive.” He grunted, wiped at his beard with the back of his sleeve. “So far as we know. A new thing under the sun. It’s what they want. Novelty.” He stood, clapped a hand to my shoulder, then crumpled to the floor beside me. Gregor’s arms wrapped around me like pythons, his head fell to rest like a queasy boulder tottering at the top of my spine. The pressure was profoundly uncomfortable but I dared not move. I felt the heat of tears rolling down the back of my neck. Gregor was weeping.

“Things are going to start happening very quickly now, son. Oh, Den, I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t understand what you mean...”

“We’ve been tested. You get that, right? Say you do. The bear was an examination, I don’t know for what, and I don’t know how we did. But I don’t care, honestly. I don’t care what my score is, I don’t want what they want for me, I don’t need to see what’s coming.”

“Damnit, Gregor, what’s coming?”

“All quickly, now. I know it like you know when you have to take a shit, that cold-gut certainty. They’ll want to move things along. Step up their timetable.”

“Gregor!” I couldn’t stand it. His grip, his ridiculous tears, this profound unmanning he was experiencing. And I hated myself for gendering his reaction at all, placing impossible standards on him. He was human, at base, at his best, and everything that made him so was coming apart. I felt petty and vicious, so, human also, and as I wrenched free of his clingy grasp, the spite rolled up and out of me in a cold torrent. “Jesus, man! You’re losing your shit now? Fucking hell! Pussy piece of shit! Fuck you. Fuck you, Gregor!”

I wasn’t ashamed then, not in the heat of it, but I am now. If I’m in the shitbox now, and I am, I am, then I deserve it. Deserve the stark choice that’s been set before me. Gregor, though. Even then, Gregor knew, and was right, and made his choice.

I can’t claim it was any better than mine.

 

 

***

 

I slept all that night and well into the afternoon of the next day. A black sleep, empty of content. The time with Mandibole had pushed me beyond exhaustion, into a liminal state at the edge of death. No energy for the maintenance of any kind of self-image was left in me. No spark of dream. Coma Lite. I awoke finally to watery illumination through the skylights and a long, almost languorous moment wherein I flirted with that enlightenment the Buddhists claim is always just there upon waking, where you don’t know where or what you are, or who. The moment passed and took its promise with it.

Gregor cooked for us that night. Dragged himself through his own despair to the commissary and prepared a meal, then roused me on the intercom, his voice a lazy bark echoing off the tired walls of my room.

“Soup’s on. Come and get it, kid.”

So I did. Besides, I was hungry, finally.

The meal was literally soup, or rather a kind of stew. Tender cuts of meat roped with puffy fats and falling apart at a touch, in a thick broth of root vegetables, kohlrabi or beets, I couldn’t tell. Lentils. Chunks of onion. Smoky warmth of paprika, habañero heat. The overall effect was of redness. A red, red stew, and I realized I wasn’t just hungry. I was famished.

Gregor sighed as he sat down across from me. He poured himself a glass of water from the pitcher on the table.

“Before you ask, it’s just stew.” He proceeded to down the glass entire, shrugged. “The meat’s printed, and I found the other ingredients kicking around the cupboards.” 

“Not your fairy food.”

“Not their magic, no. The meat of one thing, tubers from another thing, bits of plants that pretend to flavor upon contact with bits of tongue, molecules coded as water, maybe some wine. I don’t know. Eat.”

I ate, and of course it was delicious. Simple, hearty, nourishing, and perfect. Gregor rose at one point and brought the pot from the stovetop. Seconds were had, then he leaned back in his chair and fixed me with his eyes.

“You’ll find yourself in a room, Den,” he began. “After you leave here. You’ll be in a room, a spare and squalid little space where a palpable despair seeps from the very walls, my young friend. Den. Den, there’s black mould in the corners. Sunlight pooling like piss at your feet. Can you feel it, that despair? You will.”

“Jesus, Gregor,” I started, but he held up a hand to stop me.

“And you’ll have a choice, Den. Everything they’ve done, everything they’ve grown here, it all comes down to that. A choice. It’s brutal, and simple, and in its way, very beautiful. A choice that’s generated everything in existence, this crystal in solution.

 “It’s the First Law of the Universe, Den. You’re hungry. You want something to eat?”

“Thanks, but, y’know.” I passed a hand over the empty bowl.

“And you will again. Your momma’s cream of wheat? With the jam in the middle? Or some of this red stuff? Something else. What I’m saying is that choice? It’s coming again, for you, specifically, in a way that...Jesus. Jesus, Den, I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like for you. Whatever you choose, I’m not sure it will matter. Well. Not the way we’d like it to, anyway.”

My stomach was full but I can say I’d never felt quite as empty as I did right then, listening to Gregor. The space opening up inside me had a different quality than the howling void of mind I’d felt under Mandibole’s influence. Anticipatory? Patient.

Gregor sat back up to look in the pot. “Still a bit left. Thirds?”

My mouth was dry and my vision swam. “Pass.”

“Suit yourself.”

“What’s this about, Gregor?”

“I’ve come to my own choice, Den. It was the bear that clarified things for me. The bear, and thinking about you, thinking about my boy. Li’l Dougie, and the world. My place in it. What’s it all mean, right?

“What I figure is this: they’ve wanted us to come down from the mountain and tell people. Everybody Hungry? Everybody shits, but it’s more fun for them when there’s a fan to fling the stuff into. So the archons let Rushkoff616 go and they return here, like a spawning salmon. I show up to check on my old friend and find a brain-damaged AI instead, but they’ve got me, the archons, and they get me good, Den. I’m theirs, but I fight, because fuck ’em, right.”

“Fuck them.”

“And they take my boy from me. I’m punished. Whether or not Jeremy ever existed, I’m punished. Over and again. Shown things no one should ever see, learned things far worse. They’ve got me, but I’m ruined. Just another broken piece of their broken world, and I stay here. I make that choice not to go back to the world. I stay up the mountain.

“Then they arrange for you to find me. Say what you like, Den, about the how and the why of your arrival at Stonefish House, but by now you know, deep down, that free will’s always been something of a crock.”

The emptiness swelled inside and then went still. Patient and silent, a predator. I felt the muscles of my face twitch and jump in response, fibres trying to tear free of the bone, revealing a thing. Gregor saw it.

“Yeah, and now they have you. Black eyes soon, I think. Sharpened teeth. You’re their man, Den. I can’t tell you what to do. Can’t make your choices for you. Mine, though. I can make mine, for what it’s going to be worth.”

“This is, what, you digging in your heels? Now, at the fucking eleventh hour? What are you going to do, Gregor?” I hissed through clenched teeth. He chuckled, and stood up to start clearing the table.

“Do? Already done the first part. But there’s still the bear to consider. They wanted us to make it. Mandibole liked having us there as his helping hands. I feel my part in it. I’m responsible for it, that fresh novelty in the world. Fuck knows what it’s going to do, where it’s going to go. Whatever that is, it’s on us. On me.”

“That’s garbage, Gregor! We were coerced.”

“Were we though. Were we. Come on, Den.”

I couldn’t say anything. He was right. God damn him, but he was right.

“I’m going out there to find it. I’ll hunt it down, and I’ll kill it or, you know. The other thing. Tell you what though, if I do manage to end it, I’m gonna take a big shit in its mouth.”

“Mouths.” Somehow, I managed to smile.

“Ha! Right. Well, I’ll space out my efforts then.” Gregor mimed straddling the beast, moving along in a squat over the ring of the thing and pausing for effect. It was so stupid, so juvenile, I had to laugh. Gregor did too.

“Shit, son, that’s all I needed to hear.”

“What was the first part, man? The already done part.”

“Listen to me, Den. You have to shit in their mouths. Do you understand? It’s the only sane response to their...efforts. I don’t know how that’s going to look for you—”

“Gregor. What have you done.” My mouth had gone suddenly dry. The air tasted like lead.

“What I should have done in the first place. For you, for Jeremy. I should have protected him. Made better choices. If I’d only—...”

“There’s no guarantee your boy ever existed, Gregor! You said yourself!” My vision was swimming and my alarm grew with each dizzy plunge. “They could have planted Jeremy in your head.”

“Yeah. Yeah, they could have. They may well have, and all I’ve got up here is a bad story with an ugly end. But they got one thing right about it, Den, about me. It’s how they tweak all this to convince us that this is fine somehow. This is fine we say while the world burns. And we say that because they get enough of it right! All the small joys and neat questions and little moments that keep a person going. It’s about investment in the end. Do you have commitment to their bit? Will you push enough into the skin of the Stonefish to trigger its barbs, generate some novelty, some miniscule twitch of transformative pain? You think it’s for you, or the species, or fucking science, but it’s for them. It’s all for them.

“See, Den, they knew I’d choose my boy over them. They fucking loved teaching me, showing me wonders and horrors, knowing that I’d come this close to taking their offer. But we’re x-rays to them. Just very basic code. They knew me, knew I’d reject their role for me. I’m no prophet, despite my history. You can disappoint your editor with that later, if you make it. No, I’d reject them, I’d look down from the goddamn mountain at all the kingdoms of the world laid out before me and I’d say no. I’d do the right thing. And they punished me for it. They looked forward to dishing it out. They get off on it.” Gregor leaned into my face, brought a hand to the back of my skull to cradle it. “Easy there. Look, let’s get you down on the floor, Den. You’ll be safer there.”

“Jesus, what’d you do, Gregor?” I didn’t need to ask by then. It was clear I’d been drugged. Something slipped into my bowl of stew when he’d served me.

“Making you safe, son. Safe as possible. I can’t have you following me. Not for this.” He disappeared for a moment, returned with a thin pillow and a blanket. “Let’s get you tucked in. And then I have to go take care of that thing.”

“You’re insane.” My voice was as slurred as my thoughts, nightmarish and slow. His face was a landslide of flesh and boulders grey and black. Eyes like occluded suns. Gregor passed a rough palm over my eyes, closing them against the vision, and I hadn’t the energy, or the will, to snap them back open. High above in the darkness, his voice came again, receding.

“Sure, Den. Sure. A broken part of a broken machine, making a broken assessment of a broken situation, and hoping to fix it, knowing I can’t. But I can let them know what I think about their efforts here. Maybe, if there’s anything above them to notice such statements, I’ll be noticed. Fuck! Let them be judged if there’s any justice!”

I made noises at him, pleading and senseless. Grunts in the dark. I don’t know what I said, and it didn’t matter.

“So, what can I do? I can shit in their fucking mouth, Den. You’ll find yourself in a room. You’ll find yourself with their choice.” Suddenly his lips were at my ear, his voice as big as the world. A titan’s voice, each word a destroying wind.

“Shit. In. Their. Mouth.”

 

***

 

I awoke to nothingness. 

The void I faced was so profound I could feel the pupils of my anguished eyes straining to their widest aperture, hoping to catch at some fleck of dust, some grateful flaw in the perfect grey emptiness. Even a difference in the gradation of that grey would have been welcome in those first seconds of my immersion in this new Numpty, this fresh hell. Actual blindness would have been a mercy. Better the dark than this living negation.

This was the time for panic, Gregor. 

I may have screamed, though there was nothing to hear. The sensation of my own lungs pushing air out past vibrating vocal cords, the red feeling of suddenly constricted throat and neck muscles, all this reached me as a piece of news from a place far distant, and then vanished like an afterthought. It was probably screaming, and probably mine. The light prick of saline at the corner of my eyes arrived, fled. I thought of the Japanese person on Ky’s video, crawling across the pavement, teeth rattling in their sockets in protest. I think I closed my mouth then.

Similar, too, the vague vertiginous sensation of shoulders and arms working, pinwheeling. Fingers, grasping, felt like slim, ineffective needles pushed into airy masses of pudding, into an imagined space and not a real one. Not even pudding, something even less substantial. I could not tell if I was prone still, or sitting. Standing? I ached to feel my vertebrae, moaned inwardly for the sensation of something firm at my back. Where was the floor Gregor had laid me out on. Where the pillow, the sheet, Stonefish House itself.

A time for panic, but with nothing to bring that feeling down on, it passed, or at least retreated, becoming a part of the background noise of my mind.

I forced a stillness, then. Movement was death, now. At the very least, it meant possible injury, and that was something I could not afford. I would have to center myself in this null space if I was to survive. 

I began by tagging the things I could feel, however remotely. At my core, a kind of tumbling, as of soft masses revolving about each other. Intestines and their contents, I guessed. Gregor on shit: show us what you’re made of, player. Did the effects of the Numpty extend to the individual perceptions of the literal trillions of flora and fauna that called my guts home? Could that tiny mob sense the change. If they did, I wouldn’t know, but for a strangely grateful moment I wondered if the rolling sensation was somehow their voice, their ancient microscopic migrations through the maze of my guts finally becoming apparent to my conscious mind. However faint their presence, I latched on, hoping for guidance.

None came, of course. There was no communication with something so far beneath me on the scale of life, even resident within me as they were. Was this how Mandibole felt, as segments of lesser reality cycled through its incomprehensible form? Did Double Ramsey find themselves urged to scratch itches they couldn’t find when we died in our thousands each day. Did Babayoko know what it was doing when it repaired my destroyed knee, swapping it out for another version found elsewhere in its greasy toolkit? Did the ODB or As You Know Bob give the first fuck about what we thought of their actions, their various perversions and special blasphemies.

Moving out from my guts, I tried to sense my frame, my limbs. Where was my fucking heartbeat, the rush of blood in my inner ear. I strained to force information from parts of me that I knew were connected but not transmitting. It was like trying to look at my hands in a dream, to find my feet. Motive actuators were what I needed. Find these lumps of flesh with which I moved through and made changes to my world. If I could do that, I could maybe begin to make sense of the phantom environment around me, begin to breathe in the choking greyness. Moments before I had detected a slight nausea roiling up from my guts when I thought of pinwheeling my arms in the blind panic I’d only half suppressed since. Could I trigger that feeling again? That rumour of feeling?

I have no idea how long it took, minutes, or an hour, but finally the ghost of my hands appeared to me. Understand that I was still unable to see anything, but the outlines of my hands, or at least the tips of my fingers became subtly apparent to my mind, as if I’d pressed them into a layer of dust or fine ash. It wasn’t much to feel, but the walls of my prison were before me. To feel relief at such a thing; the horror of it, to be trapped and happy to know it. 

Fuck the sasquatch. Fuck the elohim, the archons of this toxic world. Fuck these kidnapping, pervert, landotter bastards.

I made fists of both my hands, and pushed in a direction I guessed was down. Pushed into more nothingness, more barely-there imaginary pudding. Barely there was better than nothing, though, and the more I pressed, the more I willed sensation, the more came through. Was I fooling myself? So desperate for orientation, for placement in the world, I was imagining feeling what simply was not there to feel? I thought of the fox in the original Numpty, leaving its turd steaming for the drone cameras to capture. Had I shat myself again, I wondered, and if I had, how would I know? To put my hand in my own warm mess and know it for what it was would have been like finding gold at that point. Like water in the desert.

That fox had known what it was doing. Where it was. The beast had been unaffected by the Numpty. Lucky dog.

I pressed the ghosts of my fists deeper into the emptiness, and was finally rewarded with an answering pressure, a resistance. No way to tell what it was I was touching but the sensation of warmth cradling my knuckles floated up from below. Still pushing, I opened my fists and closed them again immediately. Something folded and warped in my grasp.

Paper, I thought. A piece of fabric, or plastic? Again, there was no way to tell, but I was holding some thing, some object. Something flat, thin, and easily crumpled.

I almost fell into the fallacy of thinking I’d grasped something real. I’d come right to the brink of that thought. Gregor would have laughed at me, probably was laughing wherever he was. No. No, their simulation was offering up better information to another part of the simulation, and that was all. I was a piece of the camouflage coming into tune with another piece. Making peace. It was atonement, of a kind, and the impact of it was almost enough to make me give up right then and there. This was our ground of being, this cardboard and Klieg light falseness. If there was a point to the illusion, then it could only lie in its destruction. It was best to lie down and die, like the black bear Gregor and I had ruined as Mandibole’s tools. I hoped it was dead, then, another fouled, whimpering donut melting into the muck of the lying earth. If it was, then Gregor wouldn’t have to kill it.

It wasn’t earth crinkling in my closed palms though, was it. I had something to hold on to, unreal or not. I had an orientation. And so I twisted, first to the left, and feeling no resistance in that direction, corrected that motion and turned to the right. The suggestion of movement within my vertebral column arrived like a dream of fireworks popping into the night from a distant horizon. The microbial hordes below offered up what might have been a cheer; the snake of my intestines rolled in response, hungry for more. I heard Gregor then, or recalled hearing him. Same difference.

First Law of the Universe, Den, he said. Shit, son. Show us what you’re made of player. Shit, or get off the pot.

I turned again, twisting, holding tight to the vagueness in my hands for support. Bright crescents of sensation where my fingernails dug through the material to cut into my palms deepened my focus, so that when the thing came into my field of vision I hardly recognized what I was seeing, or the fact that I was seeing at all.

It arrived, a fitfully blazing orb of deep, angry red. Shining, shaking, pulsing like a dying star in a grey, heat death sky. When I finally understood what I was seeing, the anguished implications of it, I cried out in the silence. The distance I would have to cover in the Numpty to reach it, and the inevitability of that attempt, crashed in upon me as a landslide of despair.

It was the tree. The Japanese maple, half a click from Stonefish House, high up in the little stone alcove above the gorge that cradled the compound. Gregor’s memorial to the erasure of his son, his sacred space, the smallest of memory palaces. An easy ten-minute hike under normal conditions, with a trail spooling out beneath boots you could see and rocks you could lean on, light pouring from above and all around, from all the other simulated things that could be, and were, in their teeming tens of thousands.

Glowing. Alive and vibrant, creating a bubble of significance in the void, a trembling sphere of isness. Rendering the void meaningless by its very presence within it. Another something, pregnant with possibility. Just seeing it there, far away and floating, was enough of a sensory explosion to clarify and affirm my hands. My eyes, tearing up, the heat of my gratitude carving salted channels into the numbness of my cheeks. I could feel the tension thrumming across and through my scalp and forehead, heralds of an oncoming migraine.

All thanks to the maple. Gregor’s sacred tree.

 

 

GREGOR ON MEMORY

 

“I only think about him when I’m here, Den.”

“Why is that. I can’t imagine the kind of focus you must have. I’d never stop thinking about something like that.”

“And why is that?”

“I wouldn’t want to forget. I mean, you must worry about that, Gregor. Forgetting about Jeremy? You’re the only one who ever knew he existed...”

“It’s for that reason, right there, that I restrict myself to thoughts of Jeremy while here, tending to his tree. If it’s all Stonefish, and it is, it is, then memory is part of their camouflage protocol. Memory is the cursed gift of the archons and the archons are perverts. Do you know what happens in your brain every time you recall a memory? I mean physically, to the actual tissues, the cells, neurons and glions and so on.”

“I’m guessing they change. Everything does.”

“Indeed it do, as the mystics so affirm. In the case of your brain, and its access to precious, precious memory, the change is minimal but nevertheless there and the upshot of this? Every time you access a memory, the original imprint changes. Which is to say that every special moment in your life, every triumph or humiliation, your good times and your bad, births and deaths and instances of really excellent sex, all these are not as they were. Every visitation to that remembered scene introduces a flaw, a degradation. The signal becomes corrupted, the data is overwritten. Your memory of the thing is merely the memory of the last time you remembered the thing. All reduces, finally, to noise.”

“Jesus.”

“Uh huh. And so the tree. I remember that he loved this tree. Jeremy. This was his favourite. In our yard. The grounds, I mean. Jesus, listen to me. Our yard.”

“Not hard to see why.”

“Right? Fucking gorgeous plant. So delicate, and yet so robust. Hardy survivor. Nice dense root system, you can drop these pretty much anywhere and it will do fine. Resilient to a fault, which is why it makes such a great ornamental; a dedicated topiarist can make changes to it at will, craft and sculpt it over time. Create these archetypal trees. I mean, just look at what I’ve managed to do here, and I’ve barely any formal training at all. Just watching the groundskeepers every now and again. Even so, doesn’t it just scream Tree at you, Den?”

“I wouldn’t say it screams, but sure. I take your meaning.”

“Form and function. Nature meets art. A simulation of a simulation embedded within more simulation. There never used to be trees like this. Not like this. Maybe in fairy tales. Mythologies. And this is what they want, Den. The archons want novelty. Perverts, but with refined tastes. New shit for old, that’s part of their deal, part of their harvest scheme. They like it when we do this.”

“Art?”

“When we take the world and shape it. We’re the part of the world that takes the raw stuff of the world and makes new, surprising, appalling crap with it. It satisfies their needs, I think.”

“Then why sculpt this tree in the first place?”

“I am also perverse, naturally. As are you, Den. But there’s more to it than that. I work with this tree so that I can remember my son, who they took from me. Who, with each visit to the memories I have of him, is taken from me further still, by virtue of the very equipment I’ve been given in order to remember things at all. But let me tell you the worst of it...

“Jeremy was my son. And then he wasn’t. He was here, and then he was removed, and removed in totality. Not even Kari remembered him. Imagine that! Not even his mother. A clean edit, an existential deletion of the sort that only they can do. Jeremy exists only in my mind. So, the question remains, for me, this: was he ever really here? In the world? You know they torture me, Den, with this ghost boy, and they do it because I won’t do their work for them. I won’t be what they want me to be, what they’ll ask you to be, eventually. Oh, I’ll clip at a plant here and there, make it pretty. I’ll obey their First Law and eat their food, breathe their air. And when I was young I made new things, strange things that were revolutionary and different and capital-F fun, but I didn’t know them then, didn’t know the secrets, the truth of the world. I didn’t know the Stonefish.

“The question remains. I remember Jeremy. I remember him as completely and carefully as I can. I limit those memories and only access them here, in the shade of his tree. I remember my son? Do I? I do. They took him from me. Or, and this is how the torture begins, this is where they get their sick pleasure, or! Or they gave me the memories of a son, a son that had never been, had never lived in the first place. And as they gave me these memories of Jeremy, they tagged each one with a bit of data that told me they’d taken him away.”

“Christ. That’s sick. That’s deranged.”

“You’d think we’d catch on faster. As a species. But we haven’t, and we won’t. The noönet. We barely remember last week. What we used to be. And if you can’t recall what you were, you can’t move toward what you could be.”

“You can’t serve their purpose. Create their novelty.”

“Bingo.”

 

 

I don’t know how long it took me to reach the tree. Hours, easily. How do you measure your steps when you can barely feel your feet? When your hands are vague sensory suggestions? I crawled; there was no other mode of travel that would have been even in the same neighbourhood as safe. At least I knew the neighbourhood, I thought. Generally speaking, I could recall that the trail to the tree began just beyond Li’l Dougie’s house and that the last time I’d walked it, it was mostly clear of debris. Seeing where I had to go was not the problem; orientation was. I began to grope and inch my way through a grey world.

I experienced a kind of warmth in my palms and knees that told me I was touching the earth, or rather, banging myself up badly with each hesitant forward movement. Just getting out of the building was a torment. Similar warmth began to spread over what I recognized as my shoulders, the flat plane of my forehead. I know I met walls and the corners of furniture in harmful ways. The impacts registered as something dim and far off but they were there as I navigated. I want to say blindly but this, I think, was worse than blindness.

The world had departed. The former things had passed away, but if there was a new heaven and a new earth below, it had been delayed. I was in the Numpty, the real thing, and fully immersed. I was out of every possible loop. All I had as a lodestar was the Japanese maple. The early stages of my approach to it were agony; the tree would recede in the grey void, growing rapidly smaller or rising away or both, then return to me by slow, teasing degrees. Eventually I knew I was on some kind of track when the blazing red sphere steadied and began to level out in my vision. Even then I was unsure of what I was seeing. With only the tree and the warm ache in my palms and knees to focus on, it was shockingly easy to fool myself.

What was I hoping to gain, even, by reaching the fucking thing? I had no food or water with me. I only assumed I was wearing clothes. No doubt I would die of exposure by the time I reached the trunk of the tree, or not long after. I’d be found curled up around it like a grub.

But it was real. Or real-ish. More real than I was, at least. A straw to a drowning man, but there I was, grasping away like an idiot.

Minute by nerve-wracking minute, I approached the tree, and finally, in a state of exhaustion and near panic, I lifted the ghosts of my hands to the sphere of its influence over the Numpty. I crossed that barrier in an instant, and the effect of entering that space was like suffering whiplash, only everywhere. Mind, body, and whatever passed for my soul roiled and spun, before settling down into a deep blue ache. My form was mine again, all its failings mine to perceive in their nerve-wracking fullness.

I was clothed, I noted, but only just. Jeans and a T-shirt, a single shoe, the left one. The right had been lost, and the trip had destroyed the sock. Something warm coursed down my cheeks and I reached up to tap at my skull. My fingers came back deeply red and I took a moment to wipe them on my shirt. Fingernails were missing on both hands, and I couldn’t seem to move the fourth and fifth fingers of my left hand. I’d worn through the knees of the jeans, and the skin beneath had fared no better, having peeled away to expose bare musculature caked in dirt and forest litter. A sliver of mica rose like a fin from the ruby muck of my right leg, catching at the provisional light that illuminated the tree. The sun, shining? I couldn’t be sure anymore and knew I could never be completely sure about anything ever again.

There was the tree, though, and pain. Both burned after their fashion, though the latter was dull and distant, still. I wept then, I think, and at some point I must have fallen asleep, because when I woke the sphere was dark, the tree itself a spectrally thin shape spiralling above me, the suggestion of stars held lightly in its arboreal grasp. I roused myself and stood, for what was likely the first time since waking at Stonefish House.

The rage when it came was sudden and violent. I tore at the tree with my hands, a black roar pouring from my throat, inarticulate and primal. I clawed away leaves and smaller branches, twisted at the larger limbs until they split into tangled green cords of ruined fibres and seeping bark. Falling to my knees, I gouged at the earth holding the root system of the thing. The episode couldn’t have lasted more than a minute or two but it felt mythic and timeless while it was happening. A vengeance, somehow, or a balancing. Finally, I slumped to the ground in fresh exhaustion.

How dare this plant be beautiful, I remember thinking. How dare it impinge itself on the perfect perceptual emptiness of the Numpty. How dare Gregor tend to it with such care, while the false world burned away. People lived there, not here in this sculpted alcove, this offensive showcase to the power of illusion. This tiny memory palace. I was landotter in that moment, destroying to protect. Destroying to serve insane masters.

Then I saw what I’d done.

In my fury (at Gregor, at the archons, at everything) I had flung parts of the Japanese maple far and wide, beyond the sphere of its influence over, or through, the effects of the Numpty. And now I could see beyond that sphere. There were globes of perceived things littered all around me, and at the centre of each of these, a small piece of the tree. Leaves and twigs and scraps of bark. Shining balls of darkness, moss, forest detritus. A portion of one limb, thicker than the others, rested in and illuminated what was clearly a gouge in the dirt I had made with a knee on my trip up. Each sphere shone with significance, with presence. 

It was like meeting old friends after a long absence; my eyes and mind clutched at each one eagerly. I wanted all the details with a desperation that made me sick. Specks of dirt, the subtle shine off a beetle carapace, the raw green scent of crushed leaf. But even as I grasped, the spheres began to fade, first into the sketchy, provisional outlines of the pre-Numpty state that Gregor had once introduced me to, and then finally into the Numpty itself. That empty fullness.

I stood again, reached for the already ravaged tree, selected a much sturdier, leafier limb, one that split off from the main trunk. I had to brace a foot against the trunk to do it, and the entire plant leaned dangerously to the ground as I did so, but the branch came away with a crack finally. The sound caused my gorge to rise. This was a violation, I knew, and if I was to survive, I had to force Gregor, and Jeremy, from my mind.

The limb was surprisingly light and supple. The tiny, hand-shaped leaves trembled at my slightest movement. Holding the limb before me, I stepped forward and away from the injured tree, and the sphere of presence stretched to envelop the limb, and myself. I could move, and more than that, see where I was moving. It was a revelation, and for the first time since Mandibole used me, I felt something close to a genuine joy.

The feeling was short-lived. I must have walked a tentative three or four metres down the trail leading back to the compound when the Numpty began to encroach upon me again; I quickly retreated to the tree. 

There was only one thing for it. Nothing succeeds like excess, I recalled Gregor saying. 

It would have to be the whole tree. 

Clearing the root system took until the first light of dawn. Above the ground, the tree itself was over twice my height; with the roots it was easily more than four metres tall. Four metres of hardwood, mangled branch and torn bark. Still it was beautiful. Still it shone. Still it kept the nothingness at bay as I worked, grunting, to find a way to carry the thing over a shoulder. Uprooted, the maple was lighter than I expected, but I knew that would change before long; already a dark throb of pressure and friction was lighting up the traps on my right side and the clavicle there was clearly aware of what was being asked of it. By the time I was ready to leave, full daylight had turned the sphere of the actual into a fulgent glow of stone and moss, tree and human. 

It worked, though. Like travelling in a spotlight. How it was working, I still didn’t know, and couldn’t, but whatever it was about the Japanese maple, Gregor’s precious plant, this stand-in for a substitute that somehow cancelled the Numpty, I was grateful. Drained of questions, of anything but the growing drive to get away from Stonefish House, but grateful.

Did I even want to find Gregor, I asked myself, and answered in the next breath. No. No, I did not. He’d made his choice, and part of that choice had involved drugging me and abandoning me to the unknown. Had he triggered the Numpty at Stonefish House? Or had his flight from there on his mission to hunt down the bear opened the gates of the place, allowing the archons to fall upon it? Either way, I’d been compromised. He’d left me in danger. Fuck Gregor Makarios.

A bright vertical line entered the sphere suddenly and I stumbled backward at the intrusion. A building. Bioconcrete. Li’l Dougie’s house. I shifted the maple on my shoulder, gritting my teeth with the effort, and edged my way along the wall until I was at the door, or what was left of it. It had been torn out of the frame. Servos and drive belts and shattered glass panels made a mosaic in the wet earth. Had the AI finally done it? Was this the aftermath of death by electronic masturbation? Or had their higher dimensional captors been by to collect them? Silence welled out of the darkness beyond the doorway, thick and oily, and in that moment I determined that Li’l Dougie, whatever their fate, was another person I could do without seeing again, if they were in there at all. My desire to unknow things and people was profound and growing stronger with each second spent there.

I picked my way back through the buildings of Stonefish House, dragging the Japanese maple with me through the halls, jamming it in doorways while I ransacked the room beyond. In my rooms, I cleaned wounds and changed clothes, retrieved my pack, checked my respirator for eventual use. The wayfinder and GPS seemed functional within the field of the tree, so those came, too, though I’d have little use for them. In the commissary, I threw a little food in the pack, and found several metres of twine to tie the branches of the tree closer to the trunk. The thing was far from streamlined but at least I wouldn’t be catching it on every last outcropping and twig.

I made for the media room next. Five DAT recorders, the data strips from the cameras, and a portion of the downloaded archives on a small packet of portable drives took up the rest of the space in the pack. Your gospel, Gregor. I chose what I thought at the time would be a good representative cross-section of the archon footage, but the selection process was agony and took more time than I liked.

I guessed the sun was high in the sky by the time I picked up the tree and struck out from Stonefish House, heading west. I knew from the walk up that the land generally sloped west and down to sea level; if I kept to the low areas, the streams and gullies and what trail could be found, then I estimated arriving at a shoreline in three days, all going well. Four at the outside. I was glad of the pack, as it helped keep the trunk from abrading my shoulder, but I knew the added weight wasn’t going to make things any easier.

The going was slow. My effective visual range was maybe two metres. I could see my next few steps at best, and most things to my sides were obscured as well thanks to the root ball of the maple, depending on which shoulder I was carrying the tree on. A clump of loosening dirt and root fibres like a second, shaggy head. This was fine while on the white pebbled paths of Stonefish House itself, but once I left those, my speed was halved. The thought occurred to me that I should pocket a few of Li’l Dougie’s pebbles, but when I stooped to pick one up, I found on examination that the thing was entirely smooth and glyph-free. So were subsequent handfuls, which, when tossed outside of the bubble of perception I occupied, disappeared into the Numpty. If they started crawling back to their assigned spots, I couldn’t have known. 

So much for significance. So much for the relevance of art.

What was it about the plant I bore with me that allowed for this effect? This nullifying of the null that was the Numpty. 

“Don’t question it,” began my mantra. Don’t think about it. Walk. Just walk, and walk some more after that. “One foot after the other, don’t question it, walk.” Whatever was left of the survival mechanism in me hooked on to this strategy and hooked deep. The mantra, and marveling at my growing exhaustion, with stops every five or ten minutes to readjust my hold on the Japanese maple, became my world.

My world was small, but fragrant, and full of wonders. The placing of each step brought clouds of dust and particulate into my eyes and nose; the savage mistforest revealing itself to me in olfactory shades of decomposition, growth, and moisture. When I wiped the sweat clear of my eyes, colors announced themselves like the latest thing, never before seen. Light acted as a conductor, charging my small sphere with import. At times, I felt I walked as a giant would; at others, I was more a microbe beneath a mighty eye beyond my ability to know.

Time condensed as well. In my little bubble, the seconds became fluid, minutes relaxed into entire seasons, hours were as similar to eras as made no difference. There were periods of light and dark, mist and fog. I ate when I was hungry, slept when I couldn’t hold it off. I don’t want to call them naps, but after the second period of black sleep, I found I had more faith in the field of the Tree, going so far as to capitalize the thing in my mind; I began sleeping whenever I found a soft patch of relatively rootless ground. I’d wrap an arm around the trunk and prop the root ball between my knees, then doze. A kind of lazy abandonment gripped me; if the Tree failed while I was out, and the Numpty took me, then the Numpty could have me, and the Tree. 

One foot after another.

At some point, I must have paused to relieve myself. That’s right, Gregor, I gave a shit, and thought of that arctic fox while I did. I only recall this due to the episode of howling laughter the pile of unhappy dry pellets triggered in me, once I’d pulled up my pants, hoisted the Tree again, and stepped away. Looking back, I saw that what I’d voided had actually managed to create its own small sphere of Numpty-cancellation. A tiny dome, a domain of their own, that faded to grey over the course of a few minutes, minutes during which I almost laughed myself sick with the absurdity of my situation.

Don’t think about it too much. Don’t question it.

There was no trail. My path was narrow, and eternally short, and limited by where I could drag the Tree without destroying it. My thinking became truncated, repetitive, delusional. Often I would ask the Tree where it wanted to go and would find myself answering for the thing in a sing-song voice. Probably I was close to actual madness; I travelled in the now exclusively, which is surely part of the criteria. My shoulders beneath the Tree became raw and inflamed; the bark wore away at the fabric of my clothing and the friction from both raised large, painful blisters. I reprimanded the Tree; we got into a little imaginary fight about its weight and I almost left it to sulk, before coming to what was left of my senses.

Madness. No probably about it, all things considered. And a very good chance that I’m still in that zone.

There was no reason to scout ahead. Once beyond the Tree, there was only Numpty. With the Tree, within its small bubble of perceived things, which is to say a world, there was safety, movement, a chance at survival, so long as I kept my feet and my wits. As long as I kept a grip on that Tree.

 

 

***

 

Here in the shitbox, I have a piece of the Tree, still. A small, dry branch that I must have snapped off from the parent plant and concealed on my person. Not even a branch, more a twig, but there are five leaves like slips of faded crepe paper still attached. Little red hands, folded in prayer. They cling there, each no larger than my thumbnail, each on the end of a piece of stick no thicker than a toothpick. How it survived I have no idea. I say survived but the twig is dead, and the leaves, but it remains, a small arboreal memento mori. Excellent commitment to the bit, Gregor. Top fucking shelf.

I have a piece of the Tree, so obviously I made it out. I took that chance, and survival happened, after a fashion. This piece remains, and so do I, as I come to the end of this. What did I call it, earlier? A report? Confession, document. A fiction? Gospel. My commitment to it wanes, though, Gregor, and it’s a feeling I don’t find entirely unwelcome.

But then, you already know what that’s like.

 

***

 

I was found far north of the trailhead where I’d started my search, on a peninsula of shale and driftwood and jetsam. I was of course delirious, dehydrated and wracked by malnutrition; my body had been busy consuming itself for weeks, I was told later. 

The Tree was the reason I’d been spotted by the fire observers offshore; the bright red foliage, catching what little light there was in an early Cascadian evening labouring under a pall of smoke and airborne detritus, and sticking up at a jaunty, noticeable angle, triggered a closer look through binoculars. My body was nestled in the rocks, but I still had one arm wrapped around the Tree, my hand around the trunk like a vice. A Zodiac was launched and a rescue happened.

Aboard the ship, I was revived and treated. Then they asked me how I’d managed to be there in the first place and upon hearing my answer, promptly called me a liar, because if I wasn’t, then I’d walked through one of the worst wildfires on that part of the coast in recent history. When I scoffed at this, I was allowed to see for myself. They helped me up, as I was profoundly weak, and moved me to the stern where I was propped up with a good view. 

We were already far west of the shore, making our way into Hecate Strait. The yellow wall of smoke stretched north and south as far as I could see and had no upper edge. Spires of smoking, incandescent trees rose like black needle teeth from the bluffs and coves, and everywhere pure founts of flame leaping and howling for more fuel. Everybody Hungry. Ashes, ashes, a constant slow rain of grey particulate coating everything, turning the surface of the strait to a seething slurry.

My initial insistence that I’d come through that conflagration marked me as delusional. I couldn’t disagree.

Within an hour of docking at New Masset, I’d been hospitalized and treated some more. They put me on a slow drip of god knows what. The rescue had been early in the day; between the treatments and the small amount of food I managed to choke down, I had close to a full load of nanomaterial back in my system by nightfall. Any medical staff consulting my chart wondered aloud as to how I’d lost it in the first place. I didn’t bother to enlighten them. I slept.

Starting awake in the middle of the night, I felt the riptide of the noönet on my mind. A very definite tugging, and answering it, a rising and distinct terror. It was our natural habitat, that slow-boiling pot, and I knew I’d slip in to that current before too long, but who to speak to first? The thought of waking the crèche was a physical hurt somewhere in my brain, like a spike or a hot needle. Wilder was out; I needed sympathy, not calculation. No, not sympathy, either. A lack of history. Tentatively, I put a toe in and did a search for Charlie Mack. There were a number of machines I’d been hooked up to, none of which I guessed measured actual panic, but a few of them went ping in the next moment, all the same.

Charlie hadn’t been resident in New Masset since 2069. Currently, she was teaching at the UAA, with letters behind her name and everything. Linguistics. Charlie was in Anchorage, and had been for a long while.

Of course. I laughed for a long while in response, until someone arrived to administer a sedative.

Still, they let me go the next day, and I caught the noon airship to YVR while in what could charitably be called a fugue state. The pilots kept us low and visibility was practically zero due to the wildfire smoke; trying to catch a glimpse of anything outside the portholes was too much like straining to experience anything in the Numpty. I closed my eyes but couldn’t sleep.

Things moved quickly, as they tend to do when one is on their rails, once I touched down in YVR. I ached to not access the noönet but accessed it anyway, giving in to the warm currents in rebellious fits and starts. Den Secord: Not Wired That Way. But I am, and a fool to ever have thought otherwise. Each reluctant dip soaked me in the felt knowledge and automatic curation of awful things. 

Ky Wilder, for instance, was surprised when I contacted him. Along with his streams of near-apoplectic verbal abuse, I learned that there were now nine major Numpty locations and a scattering of smaller nodes across the planet. Hot takes a plenty, according to Wilder. Scientists, celebrities, presidents and proles, the species had something to say, and it was all Certified Fresh across the board. Not that I’d be delivering any of those takes, I was informed, considering the circumstances under which I’d apparently quit my job at New Heretic. I was called a maniac, among other things. About a minute of that was all I needed. 

The call in to the crèche was much longer, and far worse. I can’t go into details without running the knife edge of despair and risking a total and unaffordable breakdown. Suffice it to say the crèche had never heard of Ceri.

After that call, the shitbox beckoned. This room awaited me, and took me in like a morsel. Here the stain on the wall, the black mould in the corners, the balcony and the flooded street, vandals for life and the grumble and whine of a culture running down hanging in the very air like ash. And of course, the choice.

Do I keep eating. Or do I shit in their collective mouth.

The cable. Or the other thing.

 

 

***

 

In the Numpty, somewhere between that garbage-choked peninsula and Stonefish House, I crossed a stream, perhaps the very stream I had crossed when I found those initial tracks in the shifting sand of its bed. Those were long gone. I had the footage of their vanishing in my pack. In their place, strange new marks, anomalous remains: matts of waterlogged fibre dark with blood and an oily substance, the scattered parenthetical bones of small birds, globular milky clusters of what might have been orphaned eyes. Something had happened here. The gore of it was all around, strewn over the lichen-crusted and windthrown trees that bridged the stream, bunched up in frothing mounds in the meander bends. I found a line of large, flat teeth impacted in a chunk of sandstone, seeming to mimic the fruiting body of some unknown fungal mass.

There was evidence there, too, of a profound disruption of the surrounding environment. Trees twisted like matchsticks. A boulder calved in two, the exposed interior of the stone glistening in the waning light of day. The broad leaves of some deciduous ground-covering plant slowly fading to the transparency of glass. A rough cube of something that might have been compressed feces slowly crumbling to fragrant dust. The bark of a yellow cedar charred black and smelling of sulphur. Other, even less explicable things. Ensconced in my bubble as I was, I came upon these profane relics one by one, each one adding to a picture of events that, even had I all the pieces, I would never make sense of.

A little further on, with the stream behind me, I found the splintered stock of a rifle, a species of black mould already colonizing the cracks in the wood. I watched it for some time, expecting something. He had said he would cover me; would he jump from behind a bush now, dissolve the Numpty with a flourish, saying you’re welcome? I couldn’t wait, so I moved on.

I moved on and the Tree moved with me; both my shoulders so numb with the pain and exhaustion of carrying the Tree that it was as if it floated over my back, like a spirit. By this point, we were both badly damaged, and the protective sphere of perception it granted me was shrinking with each step. I was all fugue. My steps mechanical, my vision minimal, breathing ragged and automatic.

When the massive hand came to rest on my neck, supporting me and lifting me up, I registered only that a hand rested on my neck, that it smelled faintly of wood smoke and forest loam, and that I was being helped along. When the voice spoke, urging me on, filling me with their alien glee and madness, I heard it in my guts but made no sign that I heard, and my pants stayed clean.

After that, I can recall nothing until the moment of rescue.

 

***

 

My second night in the shitbox, when I was still intent on building my strength back up, eating and getting enough water, really committing to the bit, I dreamed of you, Gregor. My exhaustion was eroding quickly with each sleep session, and I was eager to see it gone entire, so slept at every opportunity, no matter the time of day. I slept, and stayed off the noönet as well, preferring my own silent company. I had long since lost track of where my shows were at and couldn’t bring myself to care, anyway. The dream came during a late afternoon nap.

In it, I stood at the balcony overlooking the street outside the shitbox, my nostrils puckering as I inhaled deeply of whatever I’d left in the bucket recently. So grounding. Dusk was gathering behind the building and the western sky before me resisted the darkness in serried ranks of blushing pink and angry ochre. The last glass and steel towers of shattered Vancouver caught the light and sent it shuddering into hidden alcoves and awakening alleyways.

A figure appeared on the roof of a building that was maybe two, three blocks to the west. Silhouetted there, it seemed larger than a man. Tall and broad, hanging arms like girders. I strained and squinted my eyes in the dream, put the flats of both hands to my brow to block out some of the imaginary light. The figure held a skein of ropes or threads in its left hand and suspended from this there swung an oval shape, pale and furred and lumpen. Somehow, in the manner of dreams (which I should know something about, after all, Gregor! My work sees an emotional response uptick of three point seven percent on the oneiric feeds, ask Wilder) I knew when the figure noticed me. That moment, you’ll recall, when you feel the eyes from across the room on the back of your head. That dread certainty, a hot liquid pouring down the spine. Hello, doctor, what’s the prognosis, but you don’t have to ask because you already know the shape of it. All that’s left are the fine details.

It noticed me, and slowly lifted its left hand, still clutching the tangle of threads. The pale mass hanging there swayed a little, forward and back, with the movement. Then, with a strong flex of the wrist, the figure tossed the object into the darkening street below, where it disappeared.

I remained there, at the balcony, in the dream, downwind from a bucket of my own ripening waste, watching that figure on the distant rooftop, until the sun finally dropped below the horizon and the purple shadows rushed to fill the spaces vacated by light. The figure vanished in the gloom and as I waited in vain for it to return, the empty stars came out and danced about, your pinholes in the screen of night, Gregor. I did not wake, though the dream eventually ended. Instead, I slept on through that night and straight on to a timid dawn, with no further dreams to trouble me.

In the morning, I left the shitbox and went into the city. Though I had to travel in the direction of the street in the dream, where the figure had tossed that object, I managed to avoid it. The street, I mean. At a makeshift market, beneath a dripping tarpaulin, I found someone who could help me. I returned before noon, with the Gauss pistol weighing down a coat pocket. I placed the pistol on the terminal here, right next to the unattached cable. Lined them both up so that I could stare down the barrels of each as I worked.

I wrote, then. I don’t know how long for. I’ve eaten, but I can’t recall the last time. It’s been days, easily; hunger came and stayed a while before wandering off to torment some more invested entity. I don’t miss it. Hunger feels very distant and quaint to me now.

I wrote, and suffered. And now I’m done with the writing part. Nothing like dismantling a transfigured bear, but maybe a worse thing, given the consequences.

 

The time for panic has long passed.

 

Gregor, I’ve made my choice.
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