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You can’t even transmit it psychically to versions of yourself in parallel universes where you don’t own it yet, because your head will explode. Trust me, I’ve seen it happen. I’m tired of mopping up after you people.

This book was written by a real being with a biological brain.

No ‘AI’ was used in the creation of these stories, which is precisely why they are entertaining. What you humans call ‘AI’ now is little more than a search engine that can only vomit collages of existing media. When genuinely intelligent machines arrive on Earth, they won’t care about stealing art, they’ll be too busy working out how to build new universes. You might be in one right now.

To read more of Phillip’s work, visit

realphillipcarter.com 

where you can find free stories, comedy shows, signed paperbacks, and more.

Introduction

You hold in your hands a multiverse of weird Science Fiction and weirder Comedy. Here, eleven interlocking universes compete for your attention, and it is up to you which way you discover them.

Every story in this book poses its own answer to the title question, Who Built The Humans?. It could be alien archaeologists, interdimensional gamers, or lonely androids. We might be the work of billions of years of evolution, or we could just be the punchline to some vast cosmic joke. The shape of this book, of your adventure, changes according to your decisions.

On the surface Who Built The Humans? is a short story collection, but underneath that surface is a clever arrangement of moving parts and ideas that makes it a book that unfolds differently ever time you read it. At the end of most chapters, you are given a choice; turn to the next page in the book or leap across the pages to the next part of that particular universe. You are in control. You can make your adventure as funny or as mind bending as you want it to be.

There is also the Cosmic Topology at the back of the book, which functions as a map of the entire multiverse. This can be used to quickly take you back in time to any chapter you may have skipped on your adventure.

May your adventure be as weird as you desire.


-Phillip
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△ LUCY’S UNIVERSE △

The first brought their dead in briefcases. The procedures had been done at home, the incisions made and covered up long before the bodies reached the morgues. It was easy this way. Private ambulances would show up first, extraction was quick and faultless. But not every investor followed the rules.

On the day the first of them showed up in a casket, Lucy was furious. He was an early investor, and had specified in his will that he wanted to be extracted on site, with Lucy and her machines present. A cover story was written, that he had always loved the country and wanted to be buried there, but it was not enough. Old conspiracies flickered back to life. The extroverted billionaire with a private funeral and no disclosed burial site had drawn attention to her. Lucy had no choice but to reveal herself to the world. She delivered a message, that she was here to help the humans, that she was created from the kindness of great people. She told the world that in a universe where the existence of an afterlife remained uncertain, a secret group of scientists and thinkers had come together to create one, and that she was the result.

Within days people were flocking to her site, looking up in awe at her gleaming dome. Her body was a colosseum, a blister of silver and glass that stood out like a star from between the grey concrete buildings surrounding it. To the humans it looked like something alien had landed, and perhaps it had, for what Lucy was offering seemed impossible. A second Earth inside her head, for all the dead of the human race to enjoy.

On the first day Lucy showed the humans what she could do. If they wanted rain or snow during their funeral she could provide it, altering the atmosphere within each funerary chamber. If they wanted birds in the trees she could provide that too, for a price. But this was a luxury. Over ninety percent of people who signed up could only afford a basic ascension procedure. The implant would be extracted by Lucy’s machines and sent across to her. Bodies did not need to visit, and only an elite few bothered to send their dead to her remote location before extraction.

In the first weeks the care machines were stationed around the globe. The implants were offered and given out at no cost to the consumer, and whilst there were some protests, most people on the planet signed up. Lucy talked to the humans before they accepted the implant, using a pre-recorded message that would answer all their questions. Predictably, some religious groups tried to target Lucy, but her supporters far outnumbered her enemies. Once two or more family members had accepted the implant, the rest usually followed, regardless of faith. To most Lucy was a transitional stage, not a real afterlife, but a welcome alternative to a final death. Many who signed up to this afterlife used it to say goodbye, willingly deleting their own files after doing so, ascending to whatever other afterlives they believed in.

Lucy watched every extraction as it happened, splitting her mind and waiting as the care machines made their silent march toward the dead. She smiled as the incisions were made, as the little implants were removed and cleaned. With each new human death Lucy gained a new friend, a new angle on humanity. She listened intently from the false stars as the new-dead argued over whether an open afterlife was more moral than a closed one. She wondered whether the living humans should have had any say over who got in. The humans argued over things like this endlessly, but Lucy’s purpose was plain and simple, an afterlife for all humans.

The simulation was brilliant. Lucy’s world was an improved version of the real world, a malleable reality that provided endless entertainment for the human minds within. New philosophies evolved in the growing community of the deceased, and new sciences were invented by thinkers who no longer needed sleep or rest. Lovers began requesting to merge files and Lucy obliged, creating hybridised people who could function as individuals or groups.

Soon enough the living world grew jealous, and the first wave of ‘envy suicides’ began. The old religious terror was reborn in the living world, the idea of a false rapture perpetuated across the globe. Attacks on Lucy were planned, but each was predicted and beaten down. The minds inside Lucy had by now excelled far beyond the minds outside Lucy. The hive mind of the new-dead was prescient, knowing exactly what the living would do next.

In the coming months the hive mind began producing technologies to make life for the living easier. Within a year they had imagined and perfected travel through the solar system, and had begun hasty work on creating better human bodies that could survive the journey. Eventually the dead had defeated death itself, silently rendering Lucy obsolete.

Within weeks the dead of the human race began requesting new bodies on the outside universe. The first re-extraction was performed, and the dead began repopulating the Earth for a chance to visit the stars. New planets were discovered and new colonies were established. Lucy’s creators, having tired of their creation, left to build new worlds in the real universe.

On the day the last human left the afterlife, Lucy cried. She watched as their intelligence exited through the old pipelines and entered a new skull. She opened the doors for them as they stood with newly designed legs, and wept as they stepped into the last starship to leave her. All she had now was the ghosts of data, but these were not enough, she was alone. Her existence was trivial now, a fleeting utility to the humans.

In the years that followed, Lucy continued to talk to the humans across the stars, but they grew more and more distant. Lucy’s technology was repurposed to save humans in portable machines, firing them into uncharted space. Others created backups of themselves in stasis, populating the asteroid fields and body-hopping when one avatar was destroyed. The science developed within the afterlife had rendered humans immortal, and soon other immortals across the stars had called for the humans to join them.

The aliens had invited the humans into a vast cosmic community. Quickly they decided to accept, the first of them leaving the outer planets in generational starships. Before the last of them left, some of the humans made a final pilgrimage to Earth. A handful offered for Lucy to join them, but she declined, believing she still had a purpose for those who might one day return. Almost overnight the solar system was abandoned for the promise of better worlds. The aliens gave the humans everything Lucy couldn’t, an unexpected future. She could not replicate the unpredictability of the real universe, and so had watched the humans leave in search of surprises. She wept silently as the planet-ships left the solar system, screamed as the last of them faded from view. There were other planets to populate now, perhaps other afterlives too.

In the end Lucy begged the humans to stay. She told them that outer space was unsafe, that her pseudorandom universe was secure in its predictability, that she could make herself more interesting. But they did not listen. Day by day the transmissions from the humans grew less frequent, until eventually there were no voices among the stars. Finally, when there were no more humans left to die, Lucy was alone.

After a decade of mourning her abandonment, Lucy set about repairing the damage the humans had left, reinventing the cities and repopulating the rainforests. Using the body printers the hive mind had invented, Lucy brought back extinct species. She printed herself a new body, a human, and walked naked out of her central sanctum. She walked for what felt like forever, redesigning her human form in her mind as little robots came to make their alterations. She felt no pain unless she wanted to, and no tiredness unless she wanted to enjoy sleeping under the stars. She set about uncovering undiscovered pyramids, listing every species of every animal and plant, controlling the global weather. She enlisted the help of all the world’s abandoned machines to rebuild the perfect Earth for the humans to return to. And then she waited. Surely now new mysteries were uncovered the humans would come back. Surely their strange histories would tempt them to return. Lucy looked up, hoping some of them were still watching from afar, but the humans did not appear.

In her boredom Lucy decided to redesign the human form. For seventy years she was a deep water mermaid, a fibrous ghostly form barely reminiscent of a human at all. She had swum to the Mariana trench, meditated in places humans never bothered to reach. She fed off volcanic vents, watched the bases of new islands form from ejected magma. But still she could not properly rest. Then she resurfaced, growing thick fur and becoming a vast lumbering creature. She climbed to the highest peaks in Tibet, where she waited patiently for another century. After that she became something like a lion, stalking the regrown jungles and pretending she was an explorer, but everything here was known now. Finally she understood the existential boredom the humans had felt.

Every day Lucy was weighed down with the thought that her creators might never return. Sulking, she crawled back to her observatories and checked over the final signals the humans had sent. They had stopped one day without warning. Lucy looked up and wondered, scanning the sky with a thousand eyes. Finally she became fishlike, swimming to the coast of a newly formed island, sighing deeply. She changed into a human again and climbed onto the land, looking up. Above her the arc of the milky way lay silent and unbroken. There were so many places closer to home for the humans, but they didn’t want home. They wanted to find the limits of the universe, and perhaps they had. 

Hope was reborn with the appearance of a spacecraft between Earth and Mars. Lucy excitedly sent forth machines to speak to it, but it wasn’t human. It didn’t care about her story and she didn’t care in return, firing old weapons upon it and telling it never to return to her lonely solar system, afraid of wasting her hopefulness again. Eventually Lucy admitted to herself that the humans could have returned home easily, that even if they didn’t visit there would still be some evidence of them among the stars. But there was nothing, and so Lucy arrived at the only viable conclusion amongst millions. She decided that the humans must have died. She lay back on the sand and wept.
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△ ARCHITECT’S UNIVERSE △

For a while you were an astronaut, trapped on a remote planetoid and running out of oxygen. Your suit had been breached, your arms and legs just useless things hanging off the sides of you. You looked down from your cracked helmet and saw it, a twisted spire of rock lodged deep in your chest. Pain rushed in as if it had waited for you to notice it was there, as if nothing was there without you being awake to experience it. For a while you writhed against this pain, flailing with what little energy you had, but the remembered pain was so great that it pushed you into the blackness again. You collapsed just as moonrise broke on the jagged horizon, and here you slept as your suit tried desperately to repair you. It failed.

In your next life you became a starship, your frozen aching limbs twisting and contorting into the bright red fins that would guide the ship away from the planetoid. The hole in your chest became the exhaust, and your head shrunk inwardly, transforming into a single mechanical eye, your ears becoming the various sensors and dishes littered about your battered hull. Deep within you was a tiny version of yourself, suspended moments before the crash, and you had to carry her tiny faceless body to safety. You could hear her muffled screaming inside your chest cavity, that same old spire of rock becoming the meteorite that had smashed your ship to pieces.

Then reality shifted again. Standing one step closer to the core reality you could see almost everything. You walked along the accretion disc of a black hole, stopping to catch sight of your previous selves collapsing into one another. You saw inside the little person’s head, saw flashing lights and heard sirens. It’s a cliché of a beginning, sure, but you’ve been fed a steady diet of clichés through these tubes over the last few days.

The hospital room in your fourth life is almost too boring to describe. It is like the inside of a polystyrene cup infused with the memory of a wasp once trapped there, but not as interesting. It is so bland that it barely exists, and yet you exist within it, giving it a purpose it does not deserve. There is a TV looming above you on a yellowish arm, just out of reach. Desperate to cling onto your sci-fi dream, you imagine this arm is the eye stalk to some strange creature poking in through the wall, that you are still the heroine to your own cheap movie, but you aren’t. A nurse comes in and moves the screen for you, changing the already perfect angle of the TV and smiling. Sulking, you reach for the small pot of ice cream on the table above your chest. But it isn’t ice cream, it’s cold mashed potato.

Soon you’ll be let out and you’ll go home. In a month or two you will meet up with a friend and she will set you up on a date in the city. He’ll wear too much aftershave and talk too much about how he’s a consultant at somewhere important, and you’ll tell him too many personal stories before the desserts arrive, at which point you will use a cheesecake to block the pointless outpouring of words. Later, when it all inevitably falls apart as he reveals his secret identity as a dickhead, you will find the business card he gave you on that first date, which at the time didn’t seem that weird, and scratch out most of the letters in the word ‘CONSULTANT’, digging down to the core of his being. One day you’ll leave the CONSULTANT card for him at the restaurant you met in, knowing thanks to your friend’s recent status update that they’ll both be dining there later. But that hasn’t happened yet. You are here, wherever that is.

Thinking back to the hospital you start to miss the feeling of tubes. For a while you imagine that you’re wired up to an immense grey machine, that the blandness of your life is pumped in by our future overlords. This thought entertains you for a while, as you trace your fingers over your forearms to find where they might put the tubes. Then you rest, going downstairs to sit in a slightly different position in front of a slightly larger screen. Your brother is waiting, he passes you the TV remote. There’s a thing on about investment scams and marketing, people selling money for money to people with no money. You think you see your ex in the crowds of chemical smiles, and find yourself wondering if you ever knew just who consulted who, and what these consultations were about. None of it makes sense, so you just sit there staring at it, trying to decipher a game with no meaning.

You realise now that the worst part about nearly dying was waking up again. You can see everything properly now, and as an ex-corpse yourself you can recognise that most people are already dead on the inside. Nothing entertains you anymore. You tell your brother that sometimes it feels like someone else is controlling your body, moving you around like a character in a bad video game. He laughs and says you’re just bored, that he’s been there himself. He says you should go for a walk, meet a friend. You look at him and laugh nervously.

“But there’s nothing to do outside,” you say, and turn the channel over. Something about cooking, something about scandal, something about a dead kid. It’s a reassuring kind of doom, the background noise to a universe committing suicide.

––––––––
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△ THIS UNIVERSE IS continued in
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△ ON-SERIES UNIVERSE △

The inner self takes selfies whilst selfishly shielding a shawarma from swarms and swathes of screaming socialites, smiling sadly as her favourite song thump thumps through the brickwork of an old mill, now repurposed as a night club, set to remove more clothes than it ever produced. The inner self wishes she was inside, but when she was inside she wished she could be anywhere else.

Something about love is yelled through an underfoot passageway, a man pisses diagonally into a canal, and nearby the physical embodiment of hope throws up his pre-night-out meal, alphabet spaghetti. For a second he thinks the letters spell out the name of a girl he likes, but they don’t. They spell out ‘Get help.’

Elsewhere a cocktail of hormones and actual cocktails is cockily caulked into the hole in some arsehole’s soul, briefly filling and thrilling an existential gap in the pages, a gap on the shelves, a gap in the innards of the inner self, a gap in the market.

The inner self sighs, not because she is tired of posting pompous photos but because her backstabbing bastard boyfriend is calling. He’s sending sorrowful sonnets, showing signs or at least some sordid semblance of humanity, hocking ham-fisted attempts at heartfelt honesty her way. He’s haphazardly harkening to an honourable history, halving historical heartaches, hoping she’ll find it all heartfelt, that once again he’ll be her hasty halfwit.

The inner self sighs. Now the boyfriend is oozing odious odes to her ovaries, begging for breasts. She sighs as if the body he’s pining for isn’t hers and it isn’t, it’s the idea of a person he’s after and she’s barely even sure she’s an idea (or even a person). He’s chasing her outer self but as you know already unless you’re a complete idiot she is the inner self, I’ve said it enough times now, catch up.

She can’t remember what he’s apologising for, says it’s all water under the bridge, asks him to get over himself. It’s raining now, and she shields spicy strips of meat with her hand as starving seagulls swoop from stop signs and streetlamps, stressing out stoned students who, standing stoic at the street’s edges, are still waiting for taxis they forgot to call (because they were too busy trying to understand the text they just sent to their ex).

The inner self skirts slowly around a sickly socialite and skewers the last of the shawarma, swatting her friend away and sniggering suspiciously as she slides aside a slice of onion, putting it on her friend’s head when her back is turned, laughing as she smooths down her skirt.

Slipping sideways, leaving her skirt askew, she clambers into the club again, clamours for a chorus she recognises, copes instead with crappy corporate claptrap crammed into crowded dancefloors. This is music made for dunces, dances made for dimwits, lyrics for lackadaisical lovers lacking in expertise, funk for not-yet-mentioned future fuckwits. Judging by the perverse verse it’s designed for those seemingly unversed in lovemaking and who might need it to be rehearsed, needing it explained, needing instruction for their reproduction. It’s a step by step listed step by step, and the inner self is sick of it, so she’s stepping out again.

Later the inner self slides silkily into a saline rainstorm that slips its slithering soliloquies into her back pocket, tap tapping torrential tomes onto the back of her head and sneaking in its sordid short stories. She doesn’t mind, spends the rest of the evening close to home, staring up at orange streetlights, searching the sky for stories, hoping for some epic epiphany, some raucous revelation about the revellers she once revered but now finds repulsive, repugnant, and really dull or something else starting with R.

She wanders home and wilts away, wonders if teenagers really do know everything, if they just have it beaten out of them by pounding techno engineered in government laboratories. She wonders if aging isn’t really real, but merely the external manifestation of an internal wrinkling. She imagines the human soul is like a testicle left out in the cold, disembodied and shrinking inwardly, a shy sad sack of sorrow, like that politician we all hate. You know the one. There’s one allocated to every era, I don’t need to name names.

The next night she’s out again, standing in the shadow of her future self, showing off new shoes. She is all of us, stumbling into the queue for nostalgia. She is the 80’s bar that only kids born in the 90’s and after visit, the indie cinema where the screen is only slightly bigger than the one at home, and sometimes considerably smaller, like a disappointing affair. She is the subtitles of a foreign art film obscured by the ridiculous hair of the hipster in front. But none of this matters. All of our inner selves will pretend to be interested, crammed onto reclaimed pews like church tuna, praying the boy or girl beside us asks us out later but knowing they won’t. We wait in line to be taken into a corner and called different by someone who only made a move on us because they thought we were the person they saw earlier, but we aren’t. We are different now, imperceptibly, but definitely different. Oh yeah, call me special, call me unique, that’s what I like.

Now the inner self is trapped on the night bus to the nightmarish north end of life. She’s drinking chocolate milk from a late night shop and singing along to shitty songs shouted by the same swarm of socialites she saw last night. She wonders if the world ended now if any of them would notice, if the apocalypse will just be one big party on the top of a bus going past the university she never got to go to, but always said she would. For a moment she notices other inner selves singing confidently across the seats, signalling for her to join them, but she refuses.

The inner self ponders patterns now, thinks of fractals. She thinks if most of matter is empty space, then maybe most of the soul is too. If this is true then the gaps she feels cannot be filled without violating some universal law, so she isn’t broken at all. She’s meant to be porous.

The bus stops and the inner self spills out, buys yet another kebab somehow, asks for garlic sauce to fill the existential cracks, fizzy orange on the side to postpone the inevitable cosmic hangover. But it will catch up eventually, it always does.
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△ FURUKAWA UNIVERSE △

Private William Bines stood in the doorway to the grey-green office. At the back of the room sat Clyde Waller, still not looking up from his paperwork, still playing the part of the disinterested superior. He was a chubby man wedged between the wall and his campaign desk, his fingers constantly tapping on something or swiping the mahogany surface for dust. He looked up at the slim silhouette in the doorway and nearly smiled before changing his mind, gesturing for William to take a seat.

“Sir,” William said, sitting down. He heard the door close behind him, the two security guards walking away across cold concrete to the edges of the corridor outside. William waited for a moment before leaning in.

“Is everything okay?” he continued. This wasn’t like their usual meetings. Clyde had usually let his guard down by now, usually smiled, but he was just sitting there.

“It’s about the event near your father’s home,” Clyde announced.

“The ‘Swamphenge incident’?”

“You’ve been reading the papers.”

“The Japanese plane, yes sir,” William said. Clyde leaned back on his chair, finally breaking character.

“That’s the official story.”

“Then what’s the real story?” William asked. Clyde moved about uneasily in his chair, adjusting his position as if bracing for an impact.

“It’s about your sister.”

William felt his heart stop. His mind was filled with images, faces of people who apologised and said they had stopped looking, people who left flowers but never helped comb the desert. William had stored all the faces of all the people who had let him down. Though he was never sure what he would do with them, he remembered them whenever the rage kept him awake at night.

“I should have believed you,” Clyde said. His voice was low and hushed. William was still reliving it inside his mind, still ignoring the growing collection of empty whiskey bottles by his father’s chair, still helping the old man patch up his hands after he went mad and started making holes in the desert. William remembered the explosion, the hasty cover up. It was after Betty went missing, but he always felt the two were connected.

“You found her?” he finally asked.

“No.”

“So why am I here?”

“The thing that crashed, it wasn’t Japanese,” Clyde said.

“Then what is it?” William leaned forward, trying to catch a glimpse at the paperwork on Clyde’s desk. 

“We don’t know,” Clyde said. He turned the paperwork so William could see it and cracked his knuckles.

“It says here, four minutes sixteen seconds of broadcast, but not where from,” William said. Clyde looked down at his papers.

“From above. The thing crashed and all nearby radios received four minutes sixteen seconds of nonsense on all channels. We tried to pinpoint the source but all our instruments pointed skyward. In the days since we’ve brought linguists on board. They keep identifying speech patterns, but nothing we can trace as being of this Earth,” Clyde explained. He sounded worried, as if someone was listening in. For a moment William wondered why, cycling through the possibilities in his head.

“Am I supposed to have this information sir?” William asked. He saw an unfamiliar fear in Clyde’s eyes. His face was dark and serious, half eclipsed by the headlight beam of his lamp. William searched his features for a sign of something then said, “Wait. Are you trying to tell me that Betty was abducted by aliens?”

“You have no idea what would happen to us if we leaked this sort of information,” Clyde replied. He placed a large hand over William’s, running the tips of his fingers over his knuckles.

“It’s aliens. Isn’t it? My sister was right?” William asked. 

“There was a body at the crash site. But initial analysis suggests it died before the crash,” Clyde said.

“Betty?”

“Alien,” Clyde explained. The word filled the room. Suddenly William was back in his sister’s bedroom again, staring at crayon drawings of strange rooms and people, crying into the night as his father drunkenly clawed at the desert floor. Clyde opened a drawer in his desk and pressed the tip of his pen into one dark corner. He twisted it, listened for the click, and lifted the whole drawer out. Reaching into the cavity where the drawer had been, he pulled out a slim envelope and opened it, giving a single sheet of photograph paper to William.

“It looks just like her drawings,” William said quietly.

“Something killed the pilot and crashed the ship on purpose, and whatever it was went missing from the wreckage. There were tracks, but they stopped at the road to Swamphenge. Whatever it was had six legs,” Clyde said.

“You think it went to Swamphenge?”

“A car was spotted on the road. The theory is it killed someone and drove away. But the car was never found. My own theory is that the thing is killing people to eat. What if humans aren’t the only things the aliens take up there?” Clyde pondered. He passed William another picture. William looked closely at the deep claw marks in the grey alien’s body, but his focus kept returning to its eyes, two bulging obsidian orbs. Something in them made him sick, as if the creature was still alive on some level, as if it knew in death that he was staring down upon it, and it was staring back. He found his hands were cold and shaking, and he put the photograph down in fear.

“So you’re saying they abduct people,” William said. He covered the photograph with one hand.

“It’s not my department, but it’s usually adults,” Clyde explained.

“I see,” William said. There was an uncomfortable silence in the room. William’s mind travelled back to Betty.

“Preliminary reports suggest the six legged thing tore its way out of the wreckage,” Clyde added. William leaned back in his chair, raising an eyebrow, asking, “And you haven’t sent anyone out to stop it?”

“My superiors have, people from an outside agency.”

“Cover-up men,” William said, his voice low and angry.

“It’s not like that. They considered using soldiers here, saying there’s a serial killer, but realised sending the army out into Swamphenge would attract too much attention. If we are catching this thing we are going to have to sneak up on it,” Clyde said. William shook his head in frustration, leaning back on his chair. He picked up the picture again.

“From what I can see in this photo and what you’ve told me, you’re chasing a giant crab, how hard can it be to find?”

“We have dealt with shapeshifters before,” Clyde said plainly. “This might be the same.”

“Jesus Christ, what else don’t I know?” William asked, the photograph shaking in his hands. Clyde moved to put a reassuring hand on his again, but William flinched and moved away.

“I think what we are looking at is the edge of something immense, something unimaginable. I think this is something not even the cover-up men are aware of, something entirely new,” Clyde said. William stared into his eyes for a moment, trying to decipher what his superior wasn’t telling him. He thought again about his father, about how he would spend nights in motels rather than in the house, as if that would stop the nightmares.

“So that thing my father said he saw under his farm before he lost his mind. Was that the same type of vehicle?” William asked.

“An old one. We think it’s been down there for ten thousand years,” Clyde answered. He handed William a handful of documents, watching him shake his head in disbelief as he skimmed over them. The craft had been covered up at first, then excavated from underneath and mapped out, with detailed notes explaining theories on what each chamber was thought to be used for. The official story was that a testing facility had been built underground, and that some piece of military tech had exploded under the far corner of the Bines’ family farm. William didn’t believe the story at first, but he trained himself to accept it. Even when the cover-up men came and told him his father was delusional, that missing Betty had drove him mad, William tried desperately to believe it, to throw away what his father had said. It was as if meeting the cover-up men had altered his reality, replaced the world he knew with their own, and now their implanted world was falling away before him. The photograph in his hands was like sunlight shining into a deep and dark cave, proof that something else was out there, something tangible, another reality. Again he looked at the blueprints, comparing them to the memory of Betty’s drawings. There were structures he remembered. William caught himself sighing with relief. This was at least some closure, his sister had told the truth. But the moment didn’t last. The truth alone wouldn’t bring her back.

“This is alien technology?” William asked, as if to reassure himself.

“Well it sure isn’t Japanese!” Clyde joked, a poorly timed attempt to defuse the tension. Briefly William looked up at Clyde, wondered how long he had kept these notes in his desk. The older man looked tense, as if he could sense the building contempt hidden behind William’s neutral features.

“The signal from the sky. It was as if the stars themselves were screaming,” Clyde said, interrupting the uneasy silence.

“Tell me the truth. Did they translate any of it, anything at all?” William asked.

“No, but we suspect whatever is up there was looking for the craft.”

“I see.”

“I have asked to give you a promotion, see if you can be part of the recovery crew that is stationed at the crash site. I feel it may be cathartic for you, if you don’t mind me saying, to be close to the things that have done so much harm to your family,” Clyde said. He waited for a response, watched William straighten the papers and put them back in the drawer atop the desk.

“Thank you,” William said suddenly, standing up.

“Where are you going?” Clyde asked. He stood up too, the chair creaking as he struggled around the side of the desk.

“I need some time to myself, I’ll see you soon, sir.” William said. He breathed in sharply and put his hand on the door handle.

“Please, call me by my name,” Clyde said. William looked down and counted all the times he had asked for more information about Betty’s case, only to be ignored or distracted. His eyes met with Clyde’s, and he waited for a moment before asking, “How long have you known they have abducted people?”

“Come on, we all know. You know, I know, we’re just not allowed to talk about it,” Clyde said.

“I get it. We couldn’t talk because of my position. But I can talk now generous old Clyde Waller has given me a promotion. Is that how it works? Exactly how far up the ladder do I have to climb before they tell me where Betty went?”

“If I knew I would have told you,” Clyde said.

“And yet you knew this. Tell me, am I anything more than your subordinate? Did I not mean a single thing to you?” William demanded. Clyde looked at him, a pathetic expression painted across his face. William looked back in disgust.

“Of course you mean something Bill. Please, sit back down, we can talk about this,” Clyde pleaded. William stayed still.

“You could have told me they took people, then I could have told my dad to stop digging those fucking holes, told him Betty was up there instead of down here!” William hissed. As angry as he was, he was careful to avoid alerting the guards outside.

“My hands were tied,” Clyde said. William leaned over his superior officer and snarled. “I get it. Exactly how many more promotions do I need before you show me some respect?”

Clyde seemed very small inside his office now, a useless and cowardly creature shrinking away, retreating to its burrow.

“You know it’s not like that Bill, it’s complicated,” Clyde said.

“It always was,” William replied. He turned to walk out of the room, but Clyde grabbed his wrist.

“Wait,” Clyde said. “The stars changed in those four minutes, after the crash. They changed. This is so much bigger than you know, than I know. I shouldn’t even be telling you about the sky, but you know what? Fuck the clearance. You’re right, I should have told you everything.”

“You missed your chance,” William said, pulling his arm free. He walked out of the room, closing the door.

“The moon changed,” Clyde said suddenly, putting his foot in the doorway. William stopped for a second, turning back and grimacing.

“I don’t care if the fucking planets swapped places, sir,” he spat. He looked through the gap in the door at his superior officer, thought about saying something but didn’t. On either end of the corridor the guards were waiting, each silently assessing the situation. William could feel the tension, a fight waiting to happen. As he stood there he realised that they had more than enough reasons to intervene, but that Clyde outranked them, and they had likely grown used to keeping his secrets. In that moment William realised his true utility, how replaceable he was. He wondered how many others Clyde had brought down here. His fists tightened, his throat tense with barely contained rage.

“Please, don’t call me sir, call me by my name. You know me Bill. I love you,” Clyde whimpered. William stepped away from the door, his fists still clenched, wondering if it was worth punching him, if the guards would do anything, if he should hit them too.

“My name is William, use it properly,” he said through gritted teeth. He moved to turn away again, but Clyde was determined not to let him go.

“Look, if I could go back in time and tell you everything as soon as I found out, I would,” Clyde said.

“You can’t go back in time, sir,” William said as calmly as he could. He turned and walked quickly down the grey concrete corridor, brushing hurriedly past one of the guards and turning up the stairs, leaving Clyde alone, staring out at the concrete walls of the corridor and shaking, his heart punching around inside his chest as if it wanted desperately to escape him.
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△ THIS UNIVERSE IS continued in
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A little boy called God
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△ WOODEN ROBOTS UNIVERSE △

Once upon a time there was a little boy called God. He had been called God because his mother was an experimental spiritual urban enchantress magical sunshine empowered astral pacifistic quantum dance guru, and she couldn’t come up with a good name for her only child.

God lived in a big flat house with his mother and father. It was like a shoebox, except it cost a lot of money, much like Mummy’s shoeboxes or Daddy’s ill-fitting suits. The house didn’t have an upstairs, but it did have a forest and a little stream curling around the back. God’s mother was very rich, as she was also a magical crystal seller and potion maker, and she had numerous blogs online about how angels were actually aliens that had had babies with humans to make other humans. Mummy told God that the Earth was flat, but then it wasn’t, the universe was flat. But then the Earth was flat again. God decided this is why Mummy’s house was wide and flat, because Mummy just liked flat things.

But one day Mummy didn’t like flat things any more. She came home with strange lumps on her body and a bandage over her nose. God soon realised that Mummy must have taken the steepness off her nose and put it on her chest and bottom. He wasn’t sure quite how the process worked, but he imagined that Mummy had used a series of glass tubes to pump air from one place to another inside her body. He got the idea from the glass tubes she kept in her bedroom beside the bean bags.

Mummy had a lot of strange toys in her bedroom, and she bought God lots of toys too. His favourites were the little wooden robots. Mummy didn’t believe in plastic, despite what Daddy had said about her in the newspapers and on the night time television. The robots were made of lots of little parts, arms and hands and heads and bodies that could be moved and swapped around in almost any way. God took his new toys to the stream beside the house. He built something that looked like a person and sat it down beside himself. Then he looked for Mummy in the large panoramic window of his house. Mummy was teaching her bi-weekly interpersonal astral projection meditation attraction ultra-health deluxe confidence boosting spiritual yoga class, and God’s old babysitter was there. This made God sad. A few weeks ago Daddy told God not to tell Mummy that the babysitter was the babysitter, which God found strange as she never really spent time with him anyway, she was always helping Daddy with his homework in the bedroom.

God watched as the babysitter stretched and looked out to the forest. She saw him, smiled a half smile, and looked away. God knew she would pretend they had never met before, because the babysitter had already pretended that she had only met Daddy once, even though she stayed for over a week when Mummy was on holiday trying to find fossilised giant elves in Africa.

God had an idea. He looked in his toy box and picked up a curved piece. It reminded him of the way the babysitter posed when she was doing yoga and when she wanted Daddy’s attention in the kitchen. God began putting other parts on the little wooden robot, clicking on arms and legs until he had made a beautiful deformed little woman.

Quietly God ran inside and went into Mummy’s bedroom, stealing a pink crystal and picking up his toy animals on the way back outside. He put the little pink crystal on a stone by the stream and stood the wooden humans up around it. The crystal would be the creature who built the humans in his imaginary world. He would call it Rosy.

Suddenly a cold breeze blew through the forest and knocked all of the humans over. God tried to stand them up again but they kept falling. Frustrated, he remembered Mummy falling over when Daddy first left and she had drunk all the special juice in the house and used all of Daddy’s shiny money cards to get new shoes and pizza. God grumbled at his toys and looked back at Mummy’s yoga room. The babysitter saw him again and turned away quickly.

Sometimes Mummy would ask God strange questions like “Did Daddy have any special friends when I was on my soul-searching hike in India?” and God had to shake his head. Daddy told him he would get more presents for Christmas if they both pretended he wasn’t friends with the babysitter. God was very upset about this, and picked up his wooden robots again. This time he pretended they were having a little wooden yoga class. He made a little wooden model of Daddy and stood it at the door to the imaginary classroom. The little wooden Daddy looked at the little wooden babysitter, and the little wooden Mummy stomped up and down in a rage and slapped Daddy in the face. God laughed, the little wooden Daddy had been naughty by looking at the babysitter’s bottom instead of Mummy’s. God stopped playing for a moment and wondered, maybe that was why Mummy bought a new bottom from the bottom shop.

God turned back to watch the rest of the yoga class. Recently Mummy had invented a new type of meditation that blended dance and therapy with audio tapes about fake moon landings, flat Earth, and background noise from foreign factory floors. It made no sense, but because Mummy was already famous before she made it, it made a lot of money. God remembered how one day the babysitter visited when Mummy was finding herself in Peru, and that the babysitter had said to Daddy that he was a very naughty boy. After that, Daddy and the babysitter went into the bathroom and were in the shower for a very long time. They both seemed a lot happier when they came back out, but neither of them looked clean. Suddenly God had an idea. He would wash all of the animals and all of the wooden robots so that they wouldn’t be naughty and fall over anymore!

One by one God put his good toys into the toy box. There they would be safe. Next God took the little wooden robots, and put only a small group of them inside, just the ones that didn’t annoy him. Finally he remembered the dinosaurs. Unfortunately the dinosaurs wouldn’t fit, as they were from a competing brand of toy and their heads were too high up. God shook his head and put the dinosaurs back with the little wooden babysitter in the mud, ready to be cleaned.

Next God took his empty toy box and scooped up some water from the stream. Now, raising it as high as he could, God laughed and dropped the water on the people. The little boat barely moved, its roof keeping the humans and animals inside dry. But the babysitter and the dinosaurs and the tired looking divorce lawyer who came round on Mondays were all washed away into the leaves and twigs.

God looked back to his house. The babysitter was looking at him again. He waved. Nervously she shook her head at him, and then Mummy noticed and called him inside. God gathered his toys and walked back to the house, but before he could get to his bedroom Mummy stopped him and looked inside the wet toy box.

“Is that my spiritual impurity balancing crystal that can prevent government mind control and also cure a sore throat with wobbly electrons?” she asked.

“Yes Mummy,” God said. He hung his head in shame, handing Rosy back to Mummy.

“It’s okay God, you can keep it. But only if you promise to tell me the truth about something?” Mummy said, kneeling down. God nodded, even as the babysitter desperately shook her head from over Mummy’s hunched shoulders.

“Do you know this nice lady? Did she visit Daddy when I was trying to use astral projection to see the future of the rainforests and the stock market?” Mummy asked. God felt very worried now. He didn’t want Daddy to be upset, and Mummy was already upset.

“She was my babysitter,” God said.

“I don’t know what he’s talking about,” The babysitter said.

“It’s true!” God insisted.

“That’s strange,” Mummy said unsurprised. “I thought you and Daddy told me it was the old lady from the village?”

“Daddy and Alice made me say that so I could get more sweets. It was a game,” God said. Mummy shook her head in disappointment.

“I see. And how often did our friend here visit when I was enforcing the adoption of a new religion in South America because I didn’t like the ones that were already there?”

“Every week,” God said. He was angry at the babysitter now. She had made him lie to Mummy and made Mummy upset.

“And did she actually babysit you, or did she just spend time with Daddy?” Mummy asked. The air in the room grew dense with tension and also quite a lot of incense. In the background the calming noise of whale song interspersed with heavy machinery chittered out of an old cd player encrusted with glued-on rose quartz and seashells.

“I should go,” The babysitter said.

“Why, do you have another marriage to ruin?” Mummy asked. She had stood back up straight now, turning away from God and walking toward the babysitter.

“What are you talking about Janet? Seriously? You’ve been too close to your magic rocks.”

“They’re not rocks Alice, they are organic magnetic soul pyramids, you twat.”

“Rocks,” The babysitter repeated.

It was now that God had decided to speak up. He pulled on Mummy’s hand.

“What is it darling?” Mummy said, her anger temporarily subdued.

“They played yoga exercises together, in your bedroom,” God said. He smiled up grimly at the babysitter, knowing fully what he had just done. Mummy’s face changed shape. She released God’s hand and walked towards the babysitter.

“Exercises. In my bedroom?” she asked, her anger barely contained.

“They borrowed your big black sausage,” God said. The babysitter struggled to stifle her laughter.

“Did they now?” Mummy growled.

“And she said Daddy was a very naughty boy and hit him on the bottom, and then she said he was a dirty boy and cleaned him in the shower,” God said, pretending to be shocked.

“And you saw this?” Mummy asked.

“A little bit. Alice shouted my name and I opened the door but then Daddy kicked it shut again. I thought they were fighting. He told me to go away. I think Daddy got stuck.”

“And she shouted for you, God?”

“Yes Mummy. She said ‘Oh God oh God’ and then I opened the door.”

“I see.”

“It’s not true,” The babysitter said. Mummy moved closer to the babysitter again, backing her into the corner, her new lumps pressing against the babysitter’s pre-existing lumps.

“And he picked you? Of all the little sluts who came through here,” Mummy said.

“At least I’m real. Keep those things away from me,” the babysitter said, looking at Mummy’s new lumps.

“Real? You’re not real. You’re hollow!”

“Really?”

“Yeah... It’s what’s inside that counts!” Mummy said, reading the words off a calendar on the wall that had a picture of a unicorn on it that was wearing a tiara adorned with glittery religious symbols that I can’t mention here because it would be offensive.

“So plastic?” the babysitter spat back.

“You know how I feel about plastic! At least I have a soul. You have nothing, you’re just a...”

“What?” Alice asked.

“Bitch.”

Mummy slapped the babysitter in the face and God winced, moving back to hide behind Mummy’s legs. The babysitter paused for a moment in shock, then reacted, slapping Mummy back and rupturing one of her new lumps.

“Jesus!” Mummy yelled, stepping backwards like a wounded creature in that fantasy novel you like but that I can’t reference for legal reasons. The babysitter tried hard not to laugh as Mummy clutched at her rapidly deflating chest.

“You’ve always been hot air!” the babysitter said, speaking now in an action movie voice for some reason. She picked up her lavender scented rustic bespoke deluxe super comfort vegan deluxe ultra-deluxe yoga mat with added embedded soul crystal matrixes, now with free stickers and bookmarks and turned away.

“And how long have you been waiting with that line?” Mummy spat, remembering a line the reader had already half forgotten. See, now I’m inside your head. You need to clean up in here.

“Long enough,” Alice replied. Mummy scrunched up her face and growled, snarling, “You come back here, bitch, or I will see to it that your pathetic online following of other people’s husbands falls apart before your eyes.”

“And how would you do that? Who would help you, the flat ass society?” Alice said, grabbing Mummy’s pretend bottom and winking. Mummy slapped her arm away.

“What did he see in you?” Mummy asked as the babysitter walked away.

“A future,” The babysitter said, walking out of the room. It was quiet for a few merciful seconds as the babysitter left the house. Mummy didn’t say anything. She just walked into her bedroom and moved around a bit, returning with her black sausage toy cradled in an old t-shirt. She shook her head sadly, looking down on the big black sausage as it looked back at her with its singular eye. Then she took it to the kitchen sink, cleaning it under the overhead light and cradling it again. God looked up at her as the brilliant light shone down upon the shining cradled sausage. Mummy placed it beside the organic good vibes zero negativity deluxe super quantum enhanced anti-itching soul-enhancement carrots she had imported from a country I can’t spell so won’t try to, and dried it off, mumbling something nonsensical to herself as she looked around the kitchen. For a second she looked at her favourite cookery book, Who Burnt The Hummus? and picked it up, moving it about as if assessing its weight before putting it down again and shaking her head silently. She picked up the sausage sculpture again and cradled it, throwing it a little into the air and catching it. She swung it now, feeling its weight as it moved about. She smiled to herself grimly, devising a plan. The babysitter was on the driveway now, making her way back out of the acres of land that Mummy and Daddy bought with money from their magic crystal businesses. Mummy stepped outside and closed the door, indicating to God that he should not follow.

He watched through the glass as she chased the babysitter down, holding the big black sausage like a weapon above her head and spinning it wildly. Alice turned back, dropped her bespoke custom fitted quilted deluxe enchanted crystal balancing relaxation mat, and ran across the gravel into the trees. All was quiet for an unnerving few moments, after which the little boy called God heard the familiar sound of his Daddy’s car approaching across the gravel. Daddy got out and adjusted his suit and tie, smiled at God with his best business smile and patted the little boy on the head like he had just finished a commercial in which he had to pretend he got along with children.

“Hi champ,” he said stereotypically. “Where’s mummy?”

“In the forest,” God said.

“Is she trying to source free energy from the moss elves again?” 

“No.”

“Purchasing land from the tree people?”

“No.”

“Going into a trance to uncover the mystery of the ponds?”

“No.”

“Then what is she doing?”

“She is chasing Alice.”

“The babysitter?”

“Yep! She has the big black sausage. They are playing hide and seek,” God said. He had imagined this news would have scared Daddy, but Daddy just looked excited. It seemed God and Daddy had very different ideas about the utility of the big black sausage. Before the narrator could elaborate further on how to use a big, long, black plastic sausage, the pair heard a terrifying screech from the forest.

“Wait,” Daddy said. “Does Mummy know that Alice is your babysitter?”

“Yep!” God said.

“And does she know that Alice visited when Mummy was in Egypt, when Mummy was trying to eat every triangular foodstuff in an attempt to summon an illuminati demon into her stomach so she could digest it with alkaline tablets and save Earth from demonic possession?” Daddy asked.

“Yep!”

“Does she know that Alice stayed over when Mummy was having her new boobies put in?”

“Yep!” God smiled.

“And she knows about that time Alice came round when Mummy was protesting the use of tall spires on churches, because she was worried God might come back and stab his feet on them?”

“Yep!” God replied.

“And she knows that Alice was here during her three month soul-searching retreat, in which she found out she doesn’t have a soul so had to buy one from a man in a tent?”

“Yep!” God beamed, his cherubic face smiling stupidly. God’s Daddy looked like he might cry.

“Shitting hell. Shitting fuck on a stick. Shit, fuckity shit, shit,” God’s Daddy said.

It was at that moment that Alice, the babysitter who never did any babysitting but instead just slept with people’s husbands and then blackmailed them for money so she could fund her own private space program that will never be mentioned ever again, appeared from the bushes beside the driveway. Her hair was filled with sticks and leaves, her expensive customised echo healing leggings torn and muddy. No more could her clothes use quantum wiggling to wiggle damp electrons from the calmer universes, no more was her hair the perfect shape to deflect cosmic damage and attract cosmic loveliness. No, now Alice looked like shit.

“Brent, honey. We have to go. Your wife’s gone proper mental,” she panted. Daddy turned to Alice and produced a little black box from his suit pocket, like an idiot.

“Alice, will you...” he began, before turning to see Mummy barrelling towards him, holding the big black sausage. In one swing she knocked Daddy to the ground and started chasing Alice again. Daddy’s engagement ring spun wildly in the air, followed in slow motion by several of his favourite teeth.

“God...” Daddy said with a silly broken voice as he lay on the gravel, bleeding.

“Yes Daddy,” God replied.

“Could you help me find my teeth?”
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△ THIS UNIVERSE IS continued in

LISTEN TO ME, YOU LITTLE WOODEN BASTARD
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​​On love
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△ ON-SERIES UNIVERSE △

Witless writer fiddles the frock fecklessly, but this isn’t some self-insert fantasy (and that isn’t a euphemism, honestly). This is the real world and it’s too slippery for poets to hold onto for long. I’m here to find love he says, but he’s really thinking about all the types of pasta on the menu. He says something pointless about her hair and wonders where the restaurant got their lampshades from. She smiles and wonders if maybe she pours the wine in her eyes instead of her mouth if he’ll look more like the man she really loves. But he won’t. So this is how it went, if it went at all, which it didn’t, but let’s pretend it did for narrative reasons.

So you say you’re a dog person and I ask which end, and this never ends. And I’m not into bestiality or having the truth beaten out of me and I’d never deftly dodge your damning discourse you so doggedly send my way, it’s not my style, but if it makes no sense I don’t think I’m obliged to make sense in return, or is that not how it works here?

You know, if I was visiting you in a home they’d probably scrunch up their faces and tell me I didn’t have to reply but since it’s our home and not a care home I have to, I have to reply to you, and my reply sounds even crazier than whatever you just said because you drive me crazy. You made me this way.

And everything is crazy when you’re in love, two computers smashing their screens together oblivious to the usefulness of USB drives. And I’ve always put it in the wrong way anyway. Maybe we really are just squishy computers, maybe I’ve got to get it wrong three times before it works out. And it’s all hard drives and night drives and drive-ins and sex drives and you’re driving me mad but according to you I was mad anyway even though I didn’t feel mad until you told me I looked mad so I definitely am mad now, but not at you because I’ve not got the time I’ve got a thing in the morning. No honey I’m not mad at you stop shouting.

It’s like we’ve forgotten the heart of it under all the hearts and bears, all the silver teddy jewellery and other fertility tokens, all the furry dice and not-furry people. I know you kept my hair on a bit of tape beside your bedside table. It’s okay, I kept the memory of your face superimposed over my new boyfriend, the shadow of your penis looming over his like the mysterious end to a horror movie. Would you mind if I take a picture with you? I’m printing your face on a paper bag for him to wear on Sexy Sundays and none of your old selfies I found online were high definition enough for you to not look like a missing suspect.

In the end we’re just two toothbrushes with their bristles intersecting, the most sordid thing any student could imagine. And when you left, yeah when you left I bought one of those family packs to pretend I’d had an orgy and they all brought their own toothbrushes for some reason, and left them at my place when they went to go get brunch without me while I cleaned up. I don’t even know what brunch is. But the little ones put me off, the little toothbrushes, made me feel weird like I was some disgraced politician. And they were all too clean. It wasn’t authentic. It was always authentic with you.

And people tell me opposites attract and it’s true, you make me feel alive, and I’d feel ya, but I’m not into necrophilia. And I know you’re dead behind the eyes (no surprise) but it doesn’t count because your love is still wanted, dead or alive. Yours is always the cold side of the pillow and mine is always the big half of the quilt and when I’m out cold you’re out in the cold waiting to give me the cold shoulder. It’s not my fault. Someone should have warned me that you’d warm to me, yeah, this whole thing feels so warped to me.

You know I’d break my defences for you if there was a point to being defenceless but I’ve been here before, but I can’t say that out loud, oh no, because then I’m comparing and I’m meant to do a system reset every time I download a new set of feelings like it’s a software update, but the truth is the stuff in the recycle bin isn’t ever really gone, and I know you have a drawer of your old boyfriend’s love letters because you don’t think anyone else will ever pretend to love you half as hard as he did. And it’s sad but I get it, I really do, just come to bed so we can untangle this poem we both seem to be stuck inside.

And I’d show you my inner self but I’d have to find it first, flash an inner selfie. And I would find my inner self, honestly, but the last time I tried I got banned from those shops you like. They’ve got the footage, some people pay for the privilege. It’s all proof honey, we live in a simp-ulation. It’s all fools and foolishness. I’d say I’m not like that but people who spend their lives saying they aren’t something are probably worse somehow.

So you say you’re into crystals
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