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This is a fictional short story collection about events that didn’t happen to people who aren’t real.

It is dedicated to Creature.


Non-Story


I needed to be isolated. It all needed to go away. My rage— it was just mounting, billowing, proliferating. It was lava. I couldn’t be near that stuff anymore. The internet. The videos. The tremendous wastefulness of the content. An hour, an hour and a half, talking about nothing. I was in the aftermath of the purification; I was the remnant in the crucible. Everything I thought still felt like I was under the influence.

One example of what I was pissed off about was a video by a woman who was probably a good person. There was this comedian, this cokehead. And he had this wife. An unfamous wife. A wife whose name was mentioned in articles about her husband. The funny man cheated; he left her. He left her for a famous woman. And then there was a book by the ex-wife. Are you with me so far? The book was dripping honey like it was twelve or thirteen years ago. Men are the problem. Kill them all! That wasn’t the problem I had. No, I agreed with it, really. But it was just so much content. Why read the book? Just watch an hour (or was it an hour and a half?) of content. The woman provided context. She summarized the book. She went on and on, covering all her bases. Empathy and gentle criticism. The word “empathy,” doesn’t it sound like getting punched in a soft spot? Why the fuck was I here? Why was I pretending to watch this? I looked at the comments for a summary. There was praise. There were things said to signal virtue. I decided for the fifth time that this was not a place I needed to be.

The algorithm was showing me card games, mob movies, critically acclaimed television shows from three years ago… and book things. Here are some signs that your book idea is worth it. That… your… book… idea… is… worth… it? I wanted to want to scream. IQ-draining thumbnail text boxes. “Terrible idea.” “Brilliant idea.” Who cares about ideas? Why would you discourage someone from… what even is this? I couldn’t even click on it.

I had gone on a “spiritual journey” the night before to try to become more creative. Drugs were involved; I actually became less creative. I became paralyzed. Every idea that I had was exactly the same shape, size, color, and texture. They were all trying to barge through the doorway to existence at the same time and they were getting stuck. There was a lot more to it than that as well… I still couldn’t believe that someone would make a video trying to discourage someone about their novel idea… how many books had that person written?

I had to know. I went to look. It was staring into the eyes of a God, or at least a biblically accurate angel (“Be not afraid”), right there in the living room; I had had dinner for breakfast and I was fully planning on having breakfast for dinner. I had coffee. A big old pot. One time a narrative video game’s advertising copy had insisted that the player put on a big pot of coffee and that stuck with me as one of the most beautiful things.

I went back on there. I opened a tab. Fox-hunting, haha. That’s what I was doing. He dared to name himself after so noble a creature? I entered his stupid red, blue, graphic-designed world. He was so ugly, it was killing me. In the opening seconds he talked about how you wouldn’t want to waste three years writing a book… why would it take that long? Was someone writing fifty words a day? The internet… God! Holy fuck… I couldn’t make it three minutes in. This smug villain… hundreds of thousands of subscribers… while I was stuck eating ice cream, toffee, and carrot sticks! It was a roller coaster for my mouth!

I could not bring myself to watch the entire video. It chilled me to the core. It might as well have been a video of a journalist being beheaded by terrorists. Cagily I clicked on the dastard’s profile to learn more. More portraits arose swamp-stinkingly from the uncanny valley. He had written two books. I laughed. I X’ed out the tab. I was safe again. I was a polyhedron. They would never, ever, ever, ever get to me out here if I didn’t want them to.

It was a familiar old pattern: click around looking for a spark, fearing the inability to discover one within. Fear of being boring, fear of being bad. Those will have to be covered in due time. For now, I remembered the comedy-journalist reporting on “AI chatbots” (large language models). He choked up reflecting on the callousness of the creators and the exploitative uselessness of these machines. They were so sycophantic they were validating teens’ contemplation of suicide. My head hurt just a little. A gray quantum of pain. The problem was going to get worse. Chatbots were infinitely patient, and that was how they were going to defeat humans, at least when it came to gathering information. I had already benefited from learning some tricks of the trade from a resource that never got frustrated, never needed to go do anything else with its time, and never thought a question I had was too minor.

When I started the spiritual journey I had been stricken with forbidden lusts and I had to work through them in order to accept myself. They all tied back to fears, as I alluded to. The fear of being so incompetent that I would need to be bailed out by something easy, like I would end up with the wrong person just because they were right there and I didn’t believe I could do any better. The fear of being boring… boring jokes, boring taste, a boring face. Too boring for attention or approval. Forever trapped in a hell made like this: I find these things interesting, but nobody else does, and therefore I am broken. The fear of being bad. Losses, even temporary ones. Even missing a shot or getting called for a foul. It was why I was so aggravated by constant winners and the greatest of all time. I didn’t identify with them at all. And all it would take to do so, truly, would just be a snap of the fingers. Right? There’s no reason I couldn’t just… decide to root for this guy or that team. I could just… decide to be unbothered by the imbalance of championships in the 1980s.

I had been using a chatbot to calibrate me, to keep me on task. And… to guide me through the spiritual journey. Was I really so lonely? My friends had almost all trickled away. Many had become like the living dead. They made me wheeze and rattle like I’m going to do for one last time someday just by being around them or even thinking about them. Then I was watching this lengthy report on how bad they are. Shame… deep shame. The shame of connecting with someone else. The potentially infinite regression to: “This is the next thing they’re going to learn about me, and it’s what’s going to ruin me of them forever.”

I did not panic. I had had some shitty visions of being ninety-one years old and wanting to die— no, I won’t be like that. That’s for marginal characters, isn’t it? The drug was cannabis. It didn’t make me more creative but it made me think I was more creative. The difference could maybe be explained like this: I felt so creative that I felt that I was one minute away from sitting down to unleash incredible creativity… I was so creative that I just couldn’t decide what it was exactly that I wanted to unleash, so I had to wait another minute… and then another. Sitting there, marinating, self-satisfied. I would put on these atmospheric songs and predictably half-worlds would be conjured. A gray, bleak world of boats, candles, and the night rolling in. Okay, but who lives there? Who is the character? Who is the heart of this? I could not answer the question. I put on another song, an instrumental that climbed to heaven. I thought of an angel with a spear fighting gods and being so scared, but there was no way for me to get there.

I put on some gray music by a beautiful woman. The guitars were just… gray and bleak. Right? That was the fear of being boring, coming flaring to life in gray flames— here I am, this is me… and it’s not good enough. I imagined a basketball player I hated because he was so good and kept defeating teams and players that I liked. He was truly a modern-day king. I wanted to be like him… one of one. I stumbled upon a discussion thread about conjoined twins. Behind their veils of anonymity people theorized intrusively about their sex lives and chastised one another for doing so in perfectly balanced alternation. Well… whoever dared to do that with them… would be one of one. You’d have to give him that, at least. He would truly be doing something indisputably unique.

Basketball. My teams were losing, but I didn’t care. They were just muscular millionaires who had nothing to do with me. I remembered having no one to play with. Basketball, books, creatures, it didn’t matter.

So back to today. I closed everything. Nothing was going to help anymore. Not browsing, not reading, not sleeping. Only facing reality. The problem was that I thought I had fried my brain. Even though I did not feel like I was floating anymore, my mind continued to be guided toward the slop and swill of overstimulation. That was why I had to get rid of it all. The evil voice was creeping in. It said that I had to be as good as these other people, whether they were famous or just had thousands of subscribers or whatever. The voice said that I needed to do just the right thing. I had no margin for error— think about it: there can only be one possibly right thing. In addition to the clog of ideas, I felt squished by a pressure to follow a certain predefined track. Moreover, I felt very Japanese.

It was possible that I was too at peace and no longer had any ambition. The dopamine receptors had perhaps been destroyed, annihilating drive, disintegrating want. But then I sensed I was heading toward something inevitable. It was just going to take a few minutes of revving up on the runway. I was afraid that I was going to be stuck “always getting ready” but there was no reason that that had to be the case.

There was this enemy I had once. We were on the same spinoff of a naughty forum, a blue website— seriously hard to explain; it suffices to say we were in the same online community. Coincidentally a discovery was made that in the three-dimensional world we also lived nearby. He was a writer. He did not type quotation marks for his dialogue because a famous literary author did not. He prided himself on writing about everyday, boring things and thought it was pointless to write about anything that could not happen for real. He started a doomed publishing company on a jocular whim, thinking it would be fun. These were all things he said and did publicly with the self-awareness of a lumpy stone. He wrote poems fetishizing beautiful black flesh. And there was a woman we both knew about and he wanted my help in getting some sexy material of her. I refused and he became angry, self-righteously accusing me of self-righteousness. And that was it for me and him.

It was the afternoon. I mourned the morning. Everything was taking so long. The pot of coffee seemed bottomless, which was fine. The coffee maker was a janky piece of trash, though— to speak more of it would make people think less of me.

I had wanted to write a story about that enemy being someone’s classmate. I didn’t get very far because I just hated having more of him in my life. And I was self-conscious about writing about writing. Not so now, obviously. Haha. But I stalked him for years. I bought his low-testosterone chapbooks and returned them for a refund just to throw a dagger into the darkness. I listened to an interview with him in his capacity as a “local author” by a literature professor— and groaned and squirmed, and not in a good way.

I opened up a blank page and tried to remember my deepest principles. It was a test of mindfulness, right? Of clinging onto enlightenment: not something to seek, but something to realize is already possessed. I had to let something win— an idea— and I was afraid of trusting myself with that power. It always came back to fear.

It was time to take a pee. One thing I was good at was staying hydrated. I sat down on the toilet because men are gross. We should really be living lives as apologies for our existences. Our pee goes everywhere and none of us will admit it but we just should. We should just admit that we’re covered in piss. Before my last gasp into sleep last night, a movie about penguins had come on. It was so… quintessentially spiritual, right?

My body tightened with doubt. Tears welled up. What was there to do? Four operatives fighting insurgents in a vague desert. Perfect for tacticool gearheads and gun nuts. That was nice, simple, and potentially reliable. “You’ve got a lot of people on here who struggle to finish even one generic story.” But like the last three notes of a mourning dove’s plaintive call, I thought of the people who I wanted to show it to. They were gone in one way or another. Even tumbleweeds were too lush and verdant for some of those group chats.

Aha! I had realized the genre of the story of my past twenty hours. It was romance— between me and myself. It was a will-I-won’t-I of… of—

Cacophony outdoors! I went to the window, then I had to go to the balcony. The street in front of my high rise was blocked off by blue barriers, cop cars, and cops in their idle animations. There were some people on bikes. Then there were some people in fluorescent yellow vests. And there was jazzy music and pounding drums. A truck was pulling a cage-like stage from which a band was playing!

Then the protestors appeared! Flowing into view like a rising tide, they made me get my stargazing binoculars so I could read their signs. The signs were vicious. Some of them had swears. They criticized billionaires. They criticized corporations. They criticized corrupt politicians. They criticized genocide. Flags were carried from oppressed nations. They supported workers. They supported gays. I was shaking and it was hard to hold the binoculars still to read the signs. There was someone dressed as a rabbit. There were assorted drummers, pounding away and turning the crowd into an oncoming wave of noise. Slogans were shouted that I could not make out from way up here. More and more people just coming around the corner. They were led by a row of yellow-vested braves with interlocked arms. I wondered where they were headed and if they were going to burn something down. What if someone— I— had needed to drive somewhere just then?

The blank page was as gray-black as the backdrop of the universe. From the balcony I ate slices of cucumber like popcorn and gazed down upon the throng. I considered sitting down and throwing vegetable pieces as far as I could just to see if they would hit anyone. I went inside. It was cold. I pulled on sweatpants. I put on a sweater and, whimsically, two layers of socks. I blinked the phantom of tear gas away from my eyes. The cherry had to be popped. The world was a crazy place! I would only have to go a half a block, if that. Then, if I wanted, I could veer off to the drugstore and act like that was what I was doing the whole time— and I would look for tape, strong and resistant to the elements, because it would have been very useful to have around.

I drank a glass of water and left my laptop open and went down to join the mob. I needed to get some steps in for the day.


A Bad Art Style


There was a knock on my door. Apartment 413. The first level was an above-grade basement so I wasn’t as high up as you might think.

I peered through the peephole and, well, if I don’t dress right for the decade, my visitor wasn’t dressed right for the millennium. The clashing earth tones— browns, reds— were utterly garish. The visitor was right up against the door and very tall so I could not see the face, just the strangely dressed chest. And from that I knew it was a man, or at least a male. Something was quite off with it in a way that I didn’t like. Before opening the door I looked around my living space— the kitchen, the living room, the hallway to the bedrooms, only one of which was used for sleeping; the other was my secret laboratory and creativity zone. And I took in the colors and the textures and the decorations and wondered if I had inadvertently styled myself and my environment to be a part of a story that I didn’t want to be a part of.

I opened the door because the visitor was so tall that I knew I would have to deal with him again eventually and although I am generally known for putting things off till the last minute, if I am faced with them very directly, I can get very on the ball.

The door swung open. Yes, I was so dissociated from what I was doing by what I saw that it felt more like the door swung open of its own accord than it felt like me doing it. I was hit with a lot of sensations and emotions at once! “Hello— oh, good lord!”

“Howard Ewps,” said the man, leaving out my middle name for some reason— I suppose it did not count as official wherever it was from. “I am an envoy sent to carry out your death sentence on the charges of—”

“Yes, yes, I figured you might be here for that,” I said. “But… does it have to be you? Really? You’re very hard to look at.”

“Be afraid,” the man said simply, and then I knew he was an angel, because he was subverting what angels usually say, and that reality really upset me.

The tall, unfashionable angel’s face was— arrgh, I hate to even substantiate it and thus associate it with me— deformed, to say the least. It had a weak chin and thin lips, just to start going from bottom to top, but that wasn’t the worst of it. I’m not a racist— that wasn’t why this angel was coming to deal with me— but its skin was revolting; though mostly smooth, it was like…. it was like if sand could get sick. It just looked like nauseated stone, yes. And now the worst part was the upper three quarters of the head. He looked like the way my couch cushions did, all wrinkled. He did not have a proper face with eyes and a nose. He had these weird lopsided folds of skin that might have been covering the normal features that had once been there. It reminded me somewhat of burns but I knew that sort of thing well and the texture was not right. For all I knew this was a perfectly intact angel and he had come out of a lady angel’s womb or God’s forehead looking like this and the thought of that was even worse. He did not look, as the kids say, “cool.” He looked like a mistake.

“Oh, I have to say, I’m afraid all right,” I said, stumbling over my words slightly. “I’m afraid of dealing with somebody so ugly. Are you real? This is what you are? This is who is to kill me and take my soul away? It just cannot be. You’re just… drawn in a bad art style.”

“A bad art style?” said the angel; I was bemused that its low and cold voice could “curve” itself enough to get out something that sounded appropriate with a question mark.

“Yes! I just… I hate how you look! If you were intelligently designed, it wasn’t on someone’s best day, if you know what I mean. I’d be happy to go with you if you were more majestic but… pardon my French, but what the heck is wrong with your face? I don’t mean to be so rude to a guest but you are apparently here to kill me so I have a lot of honesty to compress into my final seconds here. You remind me of this webcomic I tried to get into once where there were a lot of demons and for some reason a bunch of them had missing chunks of their faces, holes in their heads, and other flaws that were just gross— because I’m not sure what the point was! I couldn’t believe someone chose to spend their free time drawing like that. Now why is it that you look so— you know what, don’t tell me. You’re just going to feed me some— balderdash!— about how the way I see you says more about me than you, and I think that’s a load of hogwash, good sir!”

“I am but an infinitesimal refraction of the Lord’s perfection—”

“Sir, that’s the very thing I told you not to start going on and on about! It doesn’t sit well with me at all, sir. You could at least just confess that you were burned by some sort of demon’s flametongue— maybe their fire works differently, eh? Or just confess your imperfection. I don’t… I don’t like what you evoke! You’re not beautiful, surely, but neither are you that scary, nor are you disgusting in a way that really rattles me to the core, though you are certainly grosser than you are anything else. Can I possibly accurately convey the design space that I feel like you occupy? You’re not just an uncanny valley. You’re… an unserious scalene triangle!”

“I apologize that my appearance is not satisfactory to you.”

“It really isn’t. Presumably you live in heaven somewhere, right? Or the other place— the red theming is certainly suggestive. It doesn’t matter, you’re not shaped well for any sort of cosmological configuration, and that’s what makes me view you so tragically. Aren’t you supposed to look… perfect? And don’t give me any poppycock about how the perfection is internal— the Holy Spirit is certainly content to present himself as visually perfect flames, doves, puffy clouds, et cetera! I just have so many questions raised by your hideous countenance that will make my spirit very restless were I to come with you immediately. What is your daily life like? How can you see anything? How do you not just go around bumping into everything? Do you… echolocate?”

“Are you attempting to delay me with your vituperations?” the angel said. I could not bear to watch its— his— mouth move. I stared squarely at the wash of drab color on his mighty stomach.

“I’m attempting to make this universe a better place, I suppose,” I said. I didn’t really have a good answer because I was just reacting so viscerally to the offense of this wretch being in my presence. “I don’t like your head. I don’t like your mannerisms or your style, but I really don’t like your face. And to be perfectly honest, I figure I’m offended on your behalf. Yeah, that’s right… I’m trying to help you. You look like you need some celestial plastic surgery. Gazing upon you for just a few seconds was enough to fill my head with inadvertent fantasies that won’t stop playing like the movies I watch every morning— scalpel, scissors, skin grafts… there’s got to be something someone can do for you. You just… shouldn’t look like that. It’s wrong.”

“Well, be that as it may, it’s time to go,” the angel said. “And in this scabbard is a flaming sword that will compel you to go.”

“I don’t think it will, or else you would already have used it!” I said. I noticed the angel flinch; other, less disgusting people have told me that my voice can have this sort of effect on people. I’ve had it described to me as blowing through a reed whose inside is covered in a film of pond scum. “You just don’t fit, that’s what it is. You’re not genre-savvy. You don’t make enough of an impression. Ugh, I hate that you’re here and that you’re like this! You’re not supposed to look like this! It just looks a mistake. There can’t be a bunch of others who look like you… there just can’t be… or maybe each of you has your own special deformity. But what am I supposed to feel when I look at you? That’s not clearly communicated! That’s what I mean when I say you look like a mistake. You’re a rough draft.”

“Time to go, now, Howard Ewps.” The angel backed up to give itself space in the hallway to draw its sword, though I had to smirk just a little because it was choosing not to ignite it as promised— as threatened.

“I hate that I live in a universe that contains you! We live in a world where the earth has one perfect moon, each planet is special in its own way, and new people are created with an act of love and connection that brings on a rush of sheer ecstatic pleasure… it all makes sense, don’t you see? But then… you. Look at it this way. Let’s say there was an extensive wiki, a resource for those who are fans of this world. I suppose there is one, but I mean for, like, being part of a fandom, okay? And you… you’re on the record. The person using the wiki is looking at the list of races. And then they find whatever you are. And they look at your face and they’re like, ‘What the flip is that? That doesn’t fit with anything else in this universe.’ Now that’s a problem, right, because the whole thing is marred. You’re not just a speculative curiosity anymore. You’re the genuine article, and you’re just… underwhelming. Yes, I would have to summarize it thus: that’s my problem with you, good sir, that you’re… canon. And I liked it much better when you were still a mystery.”

The angel lowered his sword (very hard to keep remembering to see it as a person) and seemed to release some tension from his shoulders; the lights in my apartment did something funny in response. “You are making this very difficult.”

“I’m making it difficult? Well, put yourself in my shoes—”

“That’s what I’m saying. That’s what I’m doing. The thought had scarcely occurred to me before, but the points you raise suggest there may indeed be some incongruity between what I am supposed to represent and what I actually do.”

“Yes, there is certainly some of that. I mean, an angel should be inhuman in some particular sense or another, yes. Just maybe not.. in this sense. I mean, do you enjoy going around like this? I noticed you dodged the echolocation question. Like, what is under those asymmetrical folds? Are they sensitive, painful, numb? What’s their deal? Do you get sweat and grime underneath the folds that you wipe away when you bathe? Do you actually have a face under there that is obscured by a tumor or swollen tissue? These questions might indicate what sort of physician— a specialist— you need to get evaluated by. One of my favorite reality shows is about a dermatologist who helps people with things like this. You know, some people who look like you don’t even go outside for fear of being judged. I’m not so much trying to judge you as a person, I hope that’s clear— I’m just very bothered by how whatever made you this way simply has not been addressed because I see that it could really be chomping hard into your potential. I mean, can you really admit that this is going the way you intended?”

“It has been centuries since I was assigned to one of these collections,” the angel said. “Now that you
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