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Hypnopop


It was dark. Ben lay on the couch. The couch was not long; Ben’s feet hung past the armrest even though he was not tall. He fell asleep there sometimes, especially on Sunday nights because Shabnam insisted on changing the sheets of the bed even though this took her a while and Ben needed to get his sleep. He often manifested a small amount of willpower to try to stay up long enough for Shabnam to finish making the bed but at this point in their lives it was almost never enough, which was fine.

The last thing Ben did before sleep washed over him like an inky tide was play a video game. The video game was a card game where you had to pick a character and take them up a fifty-floor tower with a great deal of planning, cleverness, and luck. Ben had cleverness but his skill in planning was still developing to the point where even if he had good luck he possibly wouldn’t know what to do with it; he might not even have known it if it bit him in the face. So he played very hard and thought carefully and died on the forty-second floor before putting his laptop down and turning over to tuck into the spiraling blanket of darkness that was sleep itself.

There was a sound like someone popping a lollipop out of the mouth. Ben knew the sound instinctively even though he had never moved a lollipop around in his mouth that way and even though he had not really seen other people do that. Instantly his mind filled with the image: a shiny lollipop. Red. With a hard square band around the middle. Like a rock. On a stick, the whole thing was like a delicious mace.

But who would be around him now, doing something like that?

“Hello?”

Ben remained lying on the couch. He blinked uselessly in the darkness. His eyes scanned the inkiness pointlessly. There was an infinitesimal band of green light. The time displayed on the microwave. It was blurry. An uncomfortable amount of time passed. Longer than a minute. An uncountable number of moments— however long a moment was.

Pop.

“Hello?”

Someone was trying to annoy him or else communicate in a language that he did not understand. Perhaps it was a matter of strange mouthparts. Ben’s body tightened upon the couch, from his feet to the crown of his head. He saw nothing and was disinclined to move, except for interlacing his fingers. He twiddled his thumbs. There had been two pops. It was still possible that he had imagined both of them. There was no explanation for the first one— it had, well, popped into his head like a bubble, like all thoughts— but the second could have been him trying to remember what the first one sounded like. That was a weird thing with aural memory sometimes. Remembering a sound was usually very different from hearing it— very quiet. But for maybe one in a million remembered sounds, the sound was— heard! Like it was really there. So maybe that was one of these.

Pop.

Ben had not had a lollipop in years, probably. They were not an especially desirable kind of candy. Not really worth yearning for. There were different types. He remembered first learning from elementary school peers that they were also called suckers and that seemed not only inappropriate but ill conceived. For one thing, it was obvious that the consumer of the confection was the sucker— the candy should be called a “suckee.” At doctor’s offices as a kid, no matter which one, they always ad the same four colors of lollipop on loop-shaped sticks: Purple, orange, red, green. Whoever remembered yellow ones was guilty of conflation, confabulation, just plain fucking lying. Lying for nostalgia points. The sticks were loops so that kids wouldn’t choke, theoretically. Of course, they could go down kids’ throats as easily as anything else. (Presumably the loop made it easier to extract the stick or the lollipop with a small finger through it.)

“Hey. Who is it?”

It did not occur to Ben to sit up. The supine position was appropriately submissive for the occasion. The sound was coming from ahead and to the left. That made sense. To the right were the windows— and the drop to the street. That was not where anyone could visit from. To the left was the hallway. Well, two hallways. The first was the dark hallway of the apartment itself, which needed to be the entrance so that Ben and Shabnam’s unit could curl around the elevators. The second was the perpetually bright hallway of the whole building. Ben sometimes thought about suddenly appearing out there at random, under the round overhead lights, and feeling the profound sense of timelessness of the place; it would be impossible to tell what time it was. Ben thought about what time it was now. He could not see the time on the microwave. It was an unknown time… a triangular time. An in-between time. The closest he could guess was… three-forty a.m. That was truly the middle, the center of the night. The night that really counted. Ben wondered where the body’s internal chronometer was; not wanting to overthink it, he guessed it was the brain. He tried to sense “where” exactly in the three-dimensional layout of his mind the time “was.”

Pop.

There was a video game called Culinpon that they played sometimes that was about capturing and training wild magical creatures called Culinpon and making them do joyous cockfights. The Culinpon could learn hundreds of different fighting techniques: martial arts moves and magic spells and everything in between, though as a matter of strategic balance they could only maintain a repertoire of so many at once. One of them was called Tongue Pop and it was of the draconic persuasion. Chameleon-like and frog-like beings could use it because in real life those animals shot out their tongues toward prey in a deadly fashion, like a bullet on a springy rope. The draconic persuasion was quite prestigious and that was reflected in the doubled-up effects of the associated moves. So for example, Tongue Pop had two different effects depending on whether the Culinpon it was used against was slower or faster. If the target were faster, Tongue Pop would supersede that and strike the target preemptively; if the target were slower, Tongue Pop could startle them so badly that they’d be temporarily disabled from action. Tongue Pop. It kind of sounded like a dessert as well, but here “Pop” was a verb.

“Yeah… do you think there should be a lollipop-themed hero?”

Ben was thinking of a different video game when he said this— the one he’d been playing before he went to bed, about scaling the tower. That game had characters— Ben knew something was wrong with how he was feeling because it was strange of him to call them “heroes” based on themes like fire and blood, poison and trickery, stone and magic, necromancy, and celestial grandeur. A candy-themed character joining these was… possible. Ben had just been asleep and the game was on his mind. Perhaps whoever was making the popping sound was indeed the lollipop-themed entity. Indeed it seemed practically guaranteed.

Pop.

“Hey, stop it!”

The time between pops was becoming less, conspicuously. For some reason, this suggested to Ben that whatever was making the noise was approaching, which did not necessarily make sense because someone talking faster didn’t mean they were coming any closer. Unfortunately, and Ben chastised himself internally for this, he could not really tell whether the pops were becoming louder. That level of detail was hard to ascertain especially given how he was already feeling. It occurred to Ben that the pops were really footsteps rather than a sound made at all with the mouth. Suction-cup feet now became a distinct possibility, and in his mind Ben did not know how he felt about that, but in his body he did. Or— the possibility remained that this was a sound made with a mouth and the utterer was becoming more excitable.

Pop.

“I told you to stop. I’m trying to sleep out here. Either say something real or don’t make so much noise.”

Ben was talking a big game for someone who felt constitutionally incapable at this moment of rising from the couch. The sound was coming from behind the couch, somewhere in the dark hallway. The couch faced outward, toward the windows, because the TV was on the windowsill. Ben had nowhere to run, but of course this apartment was his residence and he did not want to run at all. It would not be a
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