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∙ 1 ∙ Fallen world

 

 

The skies burned in balls of fire. Flames incinerated the atmosphere with the appetite of small suns, feeding on Earth’s gases. The air agonized in silence, disappearing in heat waves. Trees on the ground stood still, wooden sculptures frozen in time, their leaves drying up and falling dead. Although it was winter, the day blew warmth on people's faces, a taste of summer in the wrong season. People looked for shelter, they escaped the hellish breezes, cursing at the world for the broken promise of eternity.

Colin put on his jeans, rolled a deodorant under his armpits, and slipped on his grey t-shirt. He washed his face to remove the sticky perspiration that accumulated all over his skin, no matter how often he washed it off. To him, the slime on his body strangled his dignity, threw his soul in the mud, the worst effect of those fiery days. 

A ghost haunted every room, the phantom of heat, ignoring opened windows and plentiful ventilation, turning breathing creatures into living carcasses. The office had an air-conditioner, plenty of work to do, a place to stay where he didn't meltdown just by going to the kitchen. Better than staying home.

“Dad, I decided to go. I have nothing to do here, and it's too hot.” He picked up his backpack from the living room coffee table. 

“I see.” Francis peeked out through the window. “Will anybody give you a lift? I heard only a few buses are running today.”

“I don't know about that. Mr. Alden called me a while back and said everybody's at the office. I'm on my own, though. If I can't get there by bus, I'll walk.”

“You'll melt in this heat, son. Stay here, why don't you? Everybody is staying home because of those flames. If your boss fires you, so what? We'll help you out.” Francis sat on the couch, the bags under his eyes darkened by the endless nights of bad sleep. 

“I know, I know. Thanks. The thing is, I also want to be there for the company, you know?” Colin placed his left hand on the door handle. 

“It's Angeline, right? Yeah, don't hide, your eyes can't lie. Invite her over to have a good time with us. Don't go to work. It could be our last day on Earth, come on!” Francis opened a big smile and spread his arms wide at his sides.

“Ah, don't start with that, ok? She's got her own life to bother with, she's not into hanging out with guys like me ...”

“Hey, 'guys like me’? What's that supposed to mean? Who said that to my sweet little boy, huh?” Colin's mother, Sarah entered the room with a bag of potato chips over her belly. “I don't like it already, I want an apology!”

“Nobody said that, it's just me being realistic ...” Colin said, turning his eyes up with the new interference. 

“Nah, nah, nah, that's not what I heard. Are you in love with this girl or not? Or is it with your dear Mr. Alden?” Sarah threw more chips in her mouth then put a hand on her waist.

“Sarah!” Francis said to reprimand her, although he was smiling at what she said to Colin.

“Hey, hey, wait, I just want to go to work, OK? I want to do my part in keeping the world going. I'm sure it's everybody's wish that we all survive these days, right? Then we've got to work, otherwise where's the food and everything coming from? Is that wrong? Huh? Is that wrong?”

“To hell with the world! It's the apocalypse, my dear, it's time to be free!” Sarah threw a few scraps of her chips in the air.

“And your plan for the apocalypse is to eat crap?” Colin said.

“Eat and drink, yeah, haha! And I have other plans as well.” She looked at Francis with one raised eyebrow and a lascivious grin. 

“Then suit yourself. I'll get to work instead, because that's what I like to do. You’ll be fine, I’ll be fine. Agreed? If the four riders come down from the sky, I’ll be sure to get back to you guys before they reach the ground, OK?”

“Alright, if you’re so in love with your Mr. Alden, go on …” Sarah said.

“Sarah!” Francis gave her a tiny slap on her shoulder. 

Colin crossed to the front door and closed it behind him to the sound of his father snatching some chips from his mother’s bag. Sarah said something inaudible that made Francis laugh with her. Thinking of the scene while he walked, Colin smiled. They were wonderful people. How could the world end all of a sudden if it was such a great place? They were just scared.

 

The bus stop shone with fresh violet paint, dripping wet on the concrete. An old lady stuck tinged toilet paper around the sign pole, making a conical tree that looked frail and disjointed. Her flabby breasts swung at each of her hopping steps, she was half-naked and unashamed, wearing a ballerina skirt that let her wrinkled skin glitter with sweat and the burning sky’s yellow glow.

“Walk, my dear, walk away if you’re going somewhere. No buses today,” she said when Colin got near.

“Not even the 71?”

“Only cars. This place here is now a forest, can’t you see? We can only plant trees now.”

“OK, I’ll walk then.”

“Yes, walk away.”

Colin laughed at the lady, amused at her eccentricity. She used to wait for the bus with him every day, always complaining about the time. 

“Excuse me, lady, is everything alright? Do you need any help?” He was worried about her mental health.

“All well and good, I’m watching the woods.” She sent him on his way with a nod.

He walked along the sidewalk, obeying her instruction. Out of curiosity, after a few strides he looked back. The old lady had crawled inside her toilet paper tree, crouched with the eyes of a scared beast. A car drove along the street, zigzagging across the two lanes, and the driver honked at her. She waved at him, putting her arm out of her precarious shelter.

The avenue leading to the office’s neighborhood had a Sunday feel to it. People still worked, to Colin’s relief, although only a handful of them. The Sallar bakery left its glass doors open, the city cleaners swept the sidewalks, a few customers entered the buildings and carried bags full of produce. He gave a thumbs up to a worker cleaning the tables of a restaurant, glad to see that lots of people fought as he did against the end of the world 

 

At the office, the only empty chair waited for Colin's buttocks, alone in the midst of a dozen occupied computers. He smiled in bliss with his first step through the door. His soaked t-shirt stuck to his skin, sweat turning light gray into dark. Salty water bathed his face, flowing down his chin to mingle with the vertical pool on his wet chest. He put his backpack on the floor by the side of his computer and sat down, exhausted. Finally, a cool place. 

“Now the office makes sense again.” Angeline giggled at the sight of her tired and happy colleague.

“Yeah, I had a tough journey. It’s hell out there, did you get to feel it? I’m glad to be back to paradise now,” Colin said, venting his t-shirt by pulling the fabric on his chest. “The buses are off, I didn’t believe that. How did you get here?” 

“Mr. Alden brought us in his car. He had to make two trips to pick us all.”

“Aw, he could’ve taken me too, couldn’t he? Is he mad at me or something?” 

“Nah, he’s just very worried, it seems. He trusted you could make it yourself. You shouldn't mind, though, because we’re all thinking about dropping off, and you’re invited to join us. People are going to the beach, you know, for the apocalypse celebration. It’s the sensible thing to do. You agree?” she whispered in amusement.

“Wait, I think it’s better to leave these things to Saturday. The situation is pretty rough in here, you know that …”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Work to do, crazy deadline, we're going bust, we're ruined. Totally unlike out there, right?” Angeline said, rolling her eyes, getting back to her computer screen. 

“Don't fall into the lunatics' talk, please. The world is not going to end.”

Angeline’s white shoulders glimmered. The sky fires reached the office through the glass panes, coloring people and computers with explosions of yellowish tones. Colin waited for any reaction to his remark, but she remained silent. To escape the weight of his intent stare, she tied back her hair, black and wavy, Mediterranean in descent, and pretended to work hard, turning her brown eyes to all corners of the screen. She dragged the vectors of the illustration on which she worked, moving aimlessly to disguise her anxiety. A child playing with ribbons, unsure of what to do with it. She pressed her lips, reddened by vivid lipstick, and looked again at Colin.

“Do you like what you’re seeing?” The words were filled with charm. 

“Sorry, I just ... I’m just at a loss with people today.”

“We’re scared, brave man. All this fire makes us wonder whether it’s worth living like we’ve always done.”

“Many are saying the same, and yet, why would we regret anything? We’ve never had it better in human history.”

Angeline laughed. “There you go with your story. Listen, we can’t be sure of that. Life could be much more. Think about it, this might be our last day on Earth. Is this how you want to spend it? At work?”

“They said the same thing about yesterday and the days before. It’s not our last day! You’re all exaggerating. Let’s live today and make sure that everything stays in place. There are people taking care of the skies, we should let them have a go at it and do our part. You want to cry for things that will never happen. It’s not worth it, is it?” Colin smiled at Angeline, hoping to bring her back to reality.

She bit her lips, hearing the condescending tone of his voice, blushing with hearing the truth and for being reprimanded. 

“Maybe Earth won't end now, yeah. At such short notice, how's that possible? But who wants to work in times like this?” she said, looking down at her keyboard. 

Jason, the colleague by her side, shook his head. He murmured something only Angeline heard, to which she nodded in agreement. Colin couldn’t hear them, the excluded peer, and felt his heart pierce. To let go of the tension accumulated since early morning, he turned on his computer, ready to work.

 

Mr. Alden called Colin to his room. He greeted him with a warm handshake and a chocolate bar. 

“We must finish the Zaran pieces today. Do you think you can pull it off with our team?” he asked, twitching his forehead to disguise his greed.

“The deadline is for next Wednesday, sir, and we’ve got two designers already working on them full time. I don’t think we can get any faster than this.”

“I see, I know, I appreciate your calculations, but ... we must. Can’t you try? Hm? Full force on this project, forget all the rest. You can see how badly we’re faring, I’m honest with you, I always am, we can trust each other. This client is huge, and they’re nagging me, you know ...”

“Of course, Mr. Alden, I know that, I’m here to help. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks, my man, I’m sure you can do it.”

Colin left the boss’ room with a pat on his shoulder and a great injection of energy from a bite of his chocolate bar. In the work room, the sky explosions brightened empty chairs, devoid of employees save for two of them, one being Angeline, the other Jason. 

“Where is everybody?” he asked Angeline.

“All gone to the beach,” she said, with a palm on her cheek.

“Oh ... That’s bad. That’s really bad.”

He turned around to go back to Mr. Alden’s private room and inform him of the situation. His heart accelerated, a cold chill pierced his spine. Chocolate, one bite of his chocolate, before returning, so that he could ease his terror. 

Now they would never meet the boss' demands. Colin went to his computer, laid the papers on the table, still standing up, to make a brief analysis of the troubles ahead. The designers were all working on urgent projects, unavailable for any new demands. He looked at the check-list where all the new pieces were listed and tried to match each worker to as many new ones as possible. No, that was undoable. What one took two hours to do, one would have to do in twenty minutes. Either they kept the agreed deadline or delivered amateur, subpar work to the client. And only if the workers remained in the office, of course, which wasn’t the case.

“It’s a huge mess, right? We can’t deal with this workload.” Angeline peered at his papers. 

“I know. What choice do we have, though? I’m trying to make it easier for you all, but I can’t see how it can be done,” Colin said, chewing more chocolate.

“Forget it, you can’t help us in this case. We’ll spend our time better at the beach. There, yes, you can help us by having fun,” she said, inviting him with a shy smile.

Colin took a deep breath, nodding at her. 

He went back to Mr. Alden’s room. The boss slept with his head on his folded arms on the table, waking up in fright with the bang of the door. He stared at the intruder with reddened eyes, a round mark from his wristwatch on his bald forehead.

“Sir, almost all the people are gone. We can't do this.”

“I see. That’s understandable. Yes, yes, I get that,” Mr. Alden nodded to himself, eyes intent on the table, blinking fast. “The world is about to end, isn’t that what they say? Well, if nobody works anymore, it’s sure going to end, isn’t that right? I heard the president speak last night, I’m aware of all the mess.”

“You could try to reason with the client. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

“Of course they will, sure thing. I bet all their employees are out too, crazy like all these people. I don’t blame them. Should we blame them? Uh? What do you say, Colin?”

“I think they’ll feel foolish when they see that they were wrong and made us lose business and maybe their jobs.”

“They will, won’t they? Listen, why don’t we ... why don’t the rest of us, those who stayed, why don’t we finish the Zaran job, uh? What do you say? I can learn this stuff in a minute, just give me a few directions and I’m up for designing everything, I have a good eye for it.”

“Maybe we should call the day off, Mr. Alden. To tell the truth, things are starting to affect me too. It's better to just get home and wait for a solution to this chaos. I can't see myself helping with the creative, and without the others, I'm pretty useless in here.”

“Don’t be silly, my boy, everybody can create!” the boss said, standing up from behind his desk and walking quickly towards Colin. 

Together, they entered the computer room. The empty chairs, illuminated by screens filled with icons and pretty pictures over messy tables, the chairs standing intact in a sinking ship. Angeline looked at them with a finger in her mouth, biting her nail, alone. 

“What about Jason?” Mr. Alden asked Colin.

“He was here before I went into your room!” he said.

“Jason also went to the beach,” Angeline murmured.

The boss gave them his angry look, opening his mouth to speak and then stopping midway to swallow his breath. Through the large windows, unending fires burned Earth’s precious atmosphere. The once blue mantle that covered the planet changed into red, painted with the colors of death.

“I guess it’s just the three of us, then. Teach me everything! Angeline, my loyal friend, we have a lot to discuss. Sit by my side, show me the magic. We have one day to do what should be ready in a week!”

His boss’ will to keep the world running even at the most troubling of times amused Colin, and he smiled at Angeline in the hope of inspiring her with his optimism. In silence, she stared at him with her big eyes and looked down, still chewing the soft bits of her nail, nervous, looking for a place to focus her attention and forget about the imminent apocalypse. 

 

Mr. Alden dragged the mouse over the table with the prowess of a dog, a dog putting its tongue out of the window of a racing car, congratulating himself on each assembled piece. 

“It’s so easy, you guys, it’s just copying and pasting, trimming here and there, moving stuff around, I don’t know why I need eight people to do this, oh no, as soon as they get back, we’re going to have a lot of rethinking to do about this business, we sure are.”

His work lacked harmony and legibility. Totems with tiny, unreadable letters, signs with complementary colors, envelopes covered in black and thin white fonts that would disappear once the ink flooded the paper. Angeline let him do as he pleased, teaching him the core basics of the program while she herself hurried to deal with the rest of the check-list. Colin struggled to create a simple rectangle in the program, sweating coldly at his incapacity to do the simplest of things. 

“Come to the beach with me. Let’s get out of this madness,” she whispered to him.

“I wish I could, I really do. We’ve got to help him, though. Look at him. So lost. And what’s so important about going to this beach, anyway?” he whispered back.

“Our friends are there. Maggie called me when you were away, and she said there’s music, good food, and it’s all free. It’s like people decided to enjoy for one day what they couldn’t do during all their lives!”

“Ouch, that sounds messy. Aren’t you scared about getting hurt or something? People are going to fight, many will try to abuse others. Stay with us, please, it’s safe in here,” Colin said.

“You’ll be with me. I’ll help you feel safe and comfortable in there, and you’ll help me back, trust me. We just have to get out of here.”

“And leave Mr. Alden alone?”

“I don’t care. Nobody is telling him to work today.” Angeline shrugged, grimacing at her boss.

“We have a job to do, you know that? We can’t let go of responsibility only because people are losing their minds over some silly speculations.”

She breathed heavily and turned her face back to her screen, shaking her head. The mouse cursor remained still, frozen by her hand. She looked at the door, admiring the way out for a few seconds. 

“If I go, will you be angry at me?” She looked behind Colin, afraid to leave him in the company of their maddened boss.

“Angry, why ... No, of course not. I wish you could stay, that’s all, but you’re free to do as you please. For my part, I can’t let go of Mr. Alden, I just can’t. I was hired to help him, and if I don’t do that, what’s left for me? It’s a big responsibility, and I take it seriously, you know that.”  

Angeline admired Colin’s brown face, his calm, acute eyebrows, like arrows pointed up. He kept his face turned at her, compressing his lips, half closing his eyes, not minding his dilated nostrils. Filled with expectation, he hoped for a change of heart, for a decision to stay with him. The only sacrifice Colin accepted implied work, and friendship and love required someone to rescue him. Only a rescuer would succeed in taking him out of his ineptitude. Angeline gave him a quirky smile and nodded at the computer screen.

 

At lunch time, Mr. Alden busied himself too much at his design tasks to care about hunger. Colin picked up the company’s phone and called the restaurant to order them some food. At first, the phone rang nonstop without any answer. He tried again, and when the person on the other side said hello, she laughed.

“Really, you want some food?”

“I do, please. We have an account with you already, it’s in Mr. Alden’s name, Steve Alden. Two executive plates and one ... wait, let me check here with my boss—”

“Calm down, son. I’m a mind reader today, no need telling me anything. I know everything! In fact, I’ll materialize your orders in your office right now, hang in there. With all this apocalypse stuff going on, I’ve got new powers. Pluft! Is it there?”

“I’m sorry, ma'am. Could you be a little more polite, please? I’m just trying to order some food. You don’t have to treat me like an idiot.”

“But the food is already there! Just wait and see!”

The person hung up the phone, to Colin’s dismay. Angeline followed his call with a hand on her mouth, as shocked as he was to watch the world going crazy under the prospect of rapture. Outside, the sky burned in colored flames, reaching pockets of new gases at every explosion. Colin stood up and went to the window. His heart chilled with the thought of an uncontrollable world, out of order in every way. He turned around to face Angeline, while she walked towards him.

“We need to stay close to our loved ones today. You see, everybody is using this chance to laugh at the world.”

“But someone has to stay and defend sanity. We can’t let madness win,” Colin said.

“It’s not just madness. People are frustrated, I think, and many don’t know what to do with it. Some are sad after spending a life without doing what they wanted, some are laughing at themselves. Will you tell me you don’t have anything you’d be frustrated about if the world was really to end now?”

“Well, hm, who doesn’t? The difference is that I try to accept the past. Things could be different, yes, they could, but does different mean better? I did what I could, and what’s gone, is gone, there’s no getting back. If the world ends, I die a happy man,” Colin said. 

“Really? There’s nothing in the world that you’d like to do before we all die?” Angeline placed her right hand on Colin’s shoulder, her gentle fingers landing softly on his t-shirt. 

“I ... I’d like to finish this job ... and help Mr. Alden.” Colin turned his face away from her stare, evading her insistence, blushing with her touch, feeling a fool for wondering if she was honest with that, if she liked him as much as he liked her. 

“Wouldn’t you rather go with me to the beach? Please, Colin.”

“I ... I would ... If only he ... If only Mr. Alden went with us too, if he allowed us to go ... I don’t know. Sorry ... I can’t leave him, he needs help. We can't do this to people ...”

Angeline nodded, disappointed. She furrowed her thick eyebrows and touched her black hair bun to let wavy strands fall to her neck. She picked up her purse from the table. 

Looking at her boss, who paid no attention to his surroundings, clicking non-stop at the geometrical shapes in the screen, she said, 

“I’m sorry, guys, I’m leaving. I’ll be back tomorrow, if things change. Bye, Mr. Alden, bye, Colin. Take care.”

As she went through the office main door, Colin took two steps in her direction, unable to deal with her departure. He kept himself mute, because if he said anything, his voice would sound too acute and desperate. He defended the world alone, resisting the burden of giants, and how he wished that Angeline had stayed there to help him. 



∙ 2 ∙ Meltdown

 

 

Mr. Alden and Colin ate chocolate and commented on their designs in preschool terminology. They spent an afternoon in playtime, the office turned into kindergarten, overflowing with duty and irreverence. The list of Zaran pieces stretched for dozens of items, many of which required much more than a half hour crash course with Angeline. As they labored on their own and neither knew much about the software, they agreed to compromise quality in favor of efficiency.

“We’ll say that everything is in the one big file we’ll send them. Whatever they can’t find, we’ll pretend it was an accident and tell them we’re sending the missing ones in the next batch. We’ll do this repeatedly, until one of our designers gets back,” Mr. Alden said.

“It could work. That is a brilliant tactic.” Colin smiled by his side.

“Or maybe I should just try to hire an intern right now, what do you say? He can start this moment!”

“It’s almost the end of day, sir. I’m afraid we’ll have to wait.” Colin looked at him and giggled. 

“You think so? We can walk down the street asking for a junior designer, we’ll pay in cash, just for a few hours. I’m sure we can find one. How hard can it be to get a geek who likes to play with these graphics programs? Today, everyone does it.”

“Mr. Alden, don’t despair. The world is not going to end, ok? If we don’t deliver this job today, I’m sure they’ll give us another chance.”

“They will, won’t they? They’re good people! I have a sense for good people, no wonder you’re with me.”

Thirsty, Colin left his chair to get a glass of water. He took the last drops from the water jar, then spun the faucet to get some more. A thin line of liquid flowed from its round hole, filling not even half of the glass, slow enough to trigger a chill in Colin's spine. Shortage of water, of food, people saying goodbye to the world outside, how would he keep on working in the office?

Were it not for the chocolate, he’d be too weak to keep up his good humor. His boss opened up his forbidden drawer to both of them, revealing a wealth of snacks that eased Colin's tension for the moment. Mr. Alden was a great boss, he thought, tearing the edge of a packet of nougat. 

Ripping through the smoke clouds in the sky, a very intense blue light descended from space, hurting Colin's eyes. He pressed his eyelids tight, chewing the candy's peanuts. He turned around to regain control over his vision, seeking the room's comforting dimness. 

To face the horizon, he put a hand in front of his face, protecting himself from the intense shine. Behind the buildings downtown, in the direction of the sea, a glowing pillar of light rose high above the lower and upper cloud layers, fading at the edge of outer space. It moved slowly to the side, against a backdrop of red, burning skies. 

It could be a new weapon, either human or alien. It could be the second sign of the definite end, it could be a new kind of aurora. Whatever it was, it had a voice, and it echoed over the entire universe.

“Who did this to me? Who’s getting away with it? Why am I so alone? Don’t hide! I’ll find you!”

The voice forced a recollection of nightmares, loud like thunder, desperate like a monster. Colin looked down out of the window, staring at the street. People ran in horror at the Voice that struck their minds and brought misery to their fragile existence. Mr. Alden, sitting opposite the window, guided his mouse all over the screen to fix vertices and type texts. His fixed gaze kept him designing in peace, unaware of the apparition beyond the city. 

“Mr. Alden? Did you ... did you see that?” Colin pointed outside, his finger trembling in fear.

The boss kept his pace, focused on the computer. The Voice spoke again, its thundering impact rippling Colin's chest, his t-shirt, his toenails, the ground he stepped on, the windows. Mr. Alden froze in place, stretching all the fingers in his hands under the stare of his widened eyes. As Colin approached him, tense with the silence of his boss' inactive mouse, Mr. Alden lowered his head, relaxing.

“Why am I so alone?” the Voice said, and one couldn’t tell whether it came from outside or from Colin’s own mind. 

Mr. Alden banged his head on the keyboard. He hit it hard a few times, breaking one key and jamming many others. Colin held him by the shoulders, trying to pull him up, moving the keyboard away. The man drove his forehead with strength against the wooden table, dragging his helpless employee along. 

“Everybody is gone ... I’m worthless ... my life is hell ... what am I doing here ... so alone,” Mr. Alden mumbled, looking at some indefinite point on his computer screen. 

The Zaran check-list didn't matter anymore, now that the office reached the point of complete dissolution. And yet, how could the planet be saved if not by the protection of its most respectful institutions? Colin went to his boss’ room to look at his e-mails, searching for the client’s phone number. He found it and called them. It rang and rang. In the end, the beeps turned into silence. 

Through the opened door, Mr. Alden muttered new words that vibrated in the vacant space, taking possession of every single atom. 

“Somebody save me, please ... My life is so miserable ...”

Colin wrote a message to Zaran, explaining to them the reasons for the office’s incapacity to fulfill their order. In brief, he said they were sorry, but the day was chaotic everywhere and he hoped they would understand. With the e-mail sent, work ended for him. 

The dark room, colored red on the mid tones, blue on the highlights, saddened him. He sat at the boss’ chair, while the boss himself banged his head on the table in the designer’s room. Would Angeline be safe at the beach? Would she help him deal with the loneliness at work?

“There’s no point in living ... Why did you do this to me?” Colin thought, mirroring the Voice. 

Mr. Alden shook between catatonic spasms, throwing his arms and legs around the chair, hitting the table, and toppling the monitor. He jerked his limbs on the wood, on the floor, their impacts made loud bangs and scared Colin with their violence. A man turned into a mixer, spit flying at every twist, lips babbling with demented moans, a sick man striking at the world around, everything declared enemy at once. A rag doll inside a tornado, the boss contorting his body, his bald head swinging front and back, ready to break its own bones.

“I am so alone in here ... nobody loves me ... nobody ever wanted me ...”

Colin let a tear flow over his cheek, watching his own convictions die in front of him. He should call an ambulance, he should wait for help. But the telephone solved nothing, it only brought enemies, people laughing at him, unwilling to help, all waiting for the end of things. 

“I’m the worst ... everybody hates me ... that’s why I’m so alone.”

He opened the window to see if the Voice came from outside, as it spoke so clearly inside his own mind that he couldn’t believe he thought what he did. In the horizon, the glowing pillar of blue light grew wider than earlier, rising above the sky with the might of a colossal space elevator.

 Wind swept fallen pieces of paper on the street below, wild gusts of thin air, violent and weak, the last blows of a dying Earth. Dark splotches of something sticky flowed under the doors, a slimy soup of flesh and bones, or was it something else, something less terrible?

“The worst ... the worst of all, the one who can’t be loved ...”

To jump from the building, he thought, could save him. At the edge of the apocalypse, what awaited him down in the abyss steamed with freedom, the welcoming dust of dissipation, his mind gone by the power of his will. The street beckoned him with a friendly picture. Colin opened the window, placing half of his torso outside. 

He felt so heavy and sad that his fall would happen in a second. The voice convinced him to give up existence, to embrace his self-destruction. Suicide answered that anguish, it offered an easy way out. Behind him, however, Mr. Alden screamed, his throat burning with the screech of a slaughtered beast. Deep, frightening shouts of a person terrified by pain. Colin turned around to see what happened.

Mr. Alden’s flesh melted on itself, rivulets of tissue flowing down his skin, dripping on the chair. He agonized in unending spasms, cells turning to juice, muscles ripping his joints apart, bones crumbling in liquid dust, the remains of his internal organs dropped over the seat and the computer table. From fat to tendons, all matter melted down, ice under fire, paraffin by the flame, cohesive force making no difference, bone and hair mingling in the soup of Mr. Alden's body.

“Take me out of this hell ... give me something to do ...”

Colin approached the chair where his boss had sat just a few minutes ago, vanished after torture, turned into slime by some sudden meltdown. He probed the air with his hand, expecting to touch something invisible, some proof of his hallucination. Mr. Alden should still be there, and yet, he was not. 

He scratched his shaved hair, spinning himself around to look for a presence anywhere in the room. If someone had played a prank on him, wouldn't that explain everything? People didn't just melt like that, not without heat, not without some sort of device! He smeared his finger in the slime on the table and smelled it. It had the scent of water.

The ooze leaked from the seat, spreading itself on the ground. Colin could swear his feet sank in the floor tiles as his weight leaned heavily on one of his legs. He pushed the chair back to look at the strange shapes in the midst of Mr. Alden’s juice, but the backrest bent with the pressure of his hand. Even the solids seemed to melt.

At the room’s corner, a line of lights blinked, keeping the same routine of years of unattended work. The modem, faithful server, connecting the office to the world, gave no signs of the apocalypse. Colin’s hands shook with cold, scared by the loneliness of his terror. To find out the state of global affairs, the modem, yes, to reach others. 

Mr. Alden's puddle of slime, his boss' presence, marked Colin's seat with the sight of torment. His computer screen illuminated the room with its greenish wallpaper, fighting against the red skies becoming purple by the minute. 

Disgusted by Mr. Alden's remains, he went to his boss’ room, where he made the first visits to major news portals on the Internet, using a laptop on the big table. Fire in the sky. Scientists puzzled. Urgent meetings everywhere. Anti-matter anomaly. Unknown exotic energy. Photos from satellites. Earth’s surface hidden by flaming spheres. 

All news from a day ago, not a single update. He opened his Facebook newsfeed, hoping to catch his friends' latest posts. The first photo portrayed Angeline by the side of Jason and a few other work mates. Behind them, on the horizon, the blue pillar of light came down on the ocean, still faint. They smiled, hugging each other, and at their sides the crowd of apocalypse watchers filled every inch of the image. 

“Ending times with the best of friends!” the description said. 

Colin wondered if he would still meet them at the beach, if Angeline and her friends still hung together under the colossal pillar in the sky. She would normalize his world, show him that Mr. Alden's meltdown didn't happen, just a fruit of his stunted imagination. As he scrubbed the timeline, though, he was shocked by an acquaintance who posted a photo of his saddened face, still in bed. 

“I'm melting away, disappearing from this terrible world. Good-bye, all of you who watched me fade.”

People said goodbye, they celebrated or cried, not one of them living the life of an ordinary day. Yet nothing indicated the current state of the world, no stories about meltdowns, about maddened individuals. Apocalypse, the party, the funeral, and the Internet still standing. 

Colin got the company’s phone and called the police. It rang and rang, to no effect. The plastic mouthpiece softened, its surface melted on his palm. His skin survived intact after the phone's black matter slipped down his hand, towards the table. Its dejected atoms disentangled from their peers, suicidal, indifferent to the possibility of new pairings with human carbon. 

He left the office and walked to the corridor. Colin knocked on the neighbor’s door and waited. He placed his ear on the wood, picking up a sepulchral silence. The black doorknob rippled, its metal corrugated by an apparent melting. 

He knocked on the other doors, and, impatient, he tried to open one. It yielded to his pressure, swinging in to a dark room. Colin looked for a radio, a TV set, anything that could capture waves and turn them into news. Instead, he found only computers and abandoned cell phones.

His phone had a radio receiver, a fact he only remembered when he got back to his office. He turned it on, trying to make it work. No station answered with meaningful messages, all bombarding him with loud static noise. Those distant cries of long waves dominated the entire room, breaking his loneliness with the fall of civilization. 

Isolated on the seventh floor of a building, in the midst of rapture, the only help coming his way answered by his own name. If the computers stopped working, if the energy blacked out, he would be forced to leave his shelter and get back home to stay with his parents. The air-conditioner still labored, though, keeping the atmosphere fresh, while the streets liquefied down under. Walking home, on that strange day? No way.

 

Colin had witnessed the end of the world, no doubt about it anymore. He called his parents, waiting for an answer with eyes intent on the scenery through the window. It should have been night by then, not the purplish bright that dilated his pupils, the land illuminated by fires and the glowing blue pillar, bigger than ever, racing to shore. 

“I’m so miserable ... why am I so alone? It was all my fault ... my fault ...”

Nobody picked up the phone at Colin’s house, and his parents’ cell phones were dead. His body shivered with fear, aware of his frailty in the face of real danger. The office had died, leaving him jobless and abandoned. Despite his terror of the empty city, he’d have to get out and find a way to reach home before anything bad happened to him.

His phone rang. On the screen, he read Angeline Merchant’s name, he opened his eyes wide to be sure of it. He swiped the glass to answer the call, placing the speaker on his ear with trembling fingers. A voice struggled against wind, noisy blasts seeping through the machine, panting, gasping for air. 

“Colin? Colin, please—” she said.

“Oh my God, Angeline, I’m here, where are you?”

“It’s not fair to end like this, no, it isn’t ...” she said, sobbing, crying.

“Tell me where you are! I’m coming there right now!”

“I don’t want to melt ... it’s terrible, everything is melting ... I don’t want to—”

“It’s happening here too, just tell me where you are, I beg you!”

“I love you, Colin ... always did ... wish we'd had the time ... this isn't how it should end ... God, I feel so miserable ... so alone ... the worst of all ...”

“No, you’re not, you’re absolutely not! You're amazing! Listen, talk to me, do you hear me? I love y—”

Screechy, acute noises interrupted the connection, cutting off their signal. He tried calling her again, he tried over and over, until he gave up after his own phone lost its pulse. Pressed against his ear, the speaker refused to work. He raised his hand in anticipation, gathering strength to throw the thing at the wall, and then he breathed hard to control his overreaction. The object slipped from his fingers, melting down on the floor. 

How long would he have to wait to lose himself in catatonic spasms, to bang his head on the wall and agonize in torturing pain? How long until his body became juice and flowed over the furniture like honey falling from a cupboard? 

“It’s all gone ... I’m doomed forever in the darkness of the world ... I suffer and it will never end ...”

Colin swung his head with the voice inside it, tearing bit by bit at his optimism, convincing him of misery. Melting down, yes, why not? No, Angeline said it well, she got the spirit, she knew that melting down was no way of ending life. 

Thus, he walked to the window, hitting it hard with a chair to make it break. The glass exploded in dust, half its shards becoming liquid, half remaining intact, sharp blades in the edges. Having cracked a hole, he peered outside, the warmth of the atmosphere gently caressing his skin, the kiss before the slap. The blue glowing pillar moved south. 

“Nobody, nobody is here ... I can’t be saved ... I’m in hell and I want to disappear ...”

Facing the street far below, Colin blinked many times in a row. He would disappear, he would escape that hell. He would not meltdown, though. He’d do it Earth style, jumping off a building. 



∙ 3 ∙ OOOO 

 

 

At first, Colin closed his eyes. His world had vanished, leaving him alone to watch his beloved place suffer until complete disappearance. The Earth of so many dreams and conquests said goodbye, finding him and nobody else to bid farewell to. The existence he loved so much ended with Angeline's departure from the office, with Mr. Alden's melting, with his parents vanishing. He was now just flesh awaiting its decomposition. To jump, he stepped on the window sill. The Voice never stopped speaking.

“I hate it all ... And I have nobody to hate with me ...”

He opened his eyes to make sure he had a good basis for a free jump. He caught something moving below, something fast, hopping on the asphalt, a black shape. It jumped high to reach the building in front of his. Skinny legs, many of them, a big head, dark and fast. It lowered itself and threw its body towards Colin, a big jump aimed at the hole in the office window.

Colin tumbled backwards in reflex, in fear, falling on the chair behind him, in front of the computer, smashing aluminum and plastic. Half melted solids, they bent soft at his grip. The creature, whatever it was, big as a man, lighter than a dog, passed over him. Its feet hurtled over Colin, a feather duster walking by itself, probing every particle of his body while it spilled floor chunks when hitting the tiles. Colin protected his head with both arms, his eyes shut, unable to look at what assaulted him, at what swept his skin with the energy of frenetic feathers. 

When the invader left his body in peace, hopping to the room's corner behind the computers, Colin glanced around in fright, expecting a big bird or a monstrous bat. Laying still on the ground, he turned his head to the creature's resting place. His heart pounded with thunderous beats, drunk with adrenaline. At that moment, death seemed certain, varying only in the nature of its coming. He would hate if it came in alien ways. 

Under the table, on the floor, he peered at the wall, holding his breath. A row of black rods leaned against the corner. Long, black cylinders, dark broomsticks, moving one over the other, sliding on the floor and doing their best to keep the body they held above them in close contact with the wall. They made liquid noises, struggling with the melting tiles, and where Colin couldn’t yet see, over the computer tables, he heard acute sounds of teeth banging on metal. 

Taking courage to face the newcomer, yet fearing the outcome of his confrontation, he took hold of the chair next to him and stood up quickly, using it as his shield. A deformed head stared at him, terrified and scared, its bloody eyes colored by the terror of an incoming slaughter. 

It had two big round eyes with tiny pupils, a mouth stretching all over its cheeks, reaching nearly what would be the creature’s eyebrows, if it had them. Pointy teeth showed past its lips, each far from the other, fragile, useless. It had no nose, and no limbs besides the dark rods that grew from its torso. Layers of soft fabric covered the equivalent of its chest, decorated with the colors that burned the sky, red, purple, yellow, orange. It had hair, moon-dust gray, clamped in curly meshes sculpted in the shape of spheres and horns. 

“It’s horror, pure horror! Much worse than anticipated, much, much worse!” it said. 

“What ... What are you? Who are you?” Colin held the chair high, covering half of his face. 

“It’s so bad I can’t believe it! Really, I can’t! It is raw power, isn't it?” It looked straight into Colin’s eyes.

“Are you running away too?”

“It’s hard to resist it! I didn’t think it would be this difficult!”

Through the window, the horizon glowed, violet streaks taking over the red of explosions, its vastness free from the colossal blue pillar. Colin lowered his chair to the floor. The Voice still resonated in his head, it still reminded him of misery and uselessness, human, voice, animal, creature, all worthless pieces of matter, Colin being a terrible person, the worst of all, isolated from everybody, friendless, despicable by nature, not one friend left to his care. The cornered beast, however, occupied the office with him, alive. 

 

The creature moved from the corner, leaning on the wall as it walked to the other extremity. It seemed a spider unable to climb vertical surfaces, an arachnid with a round head and the eyes of an animal. The way it looked at Colin, far from him, separated by two rows of tables, it expressed anguish, fear, despite its constant smile. Those eyes, goggled eyes, staring at his human companion, they burned from the inside. Colin dodged the beast's advance, stepping to the side. 

“Even we can’t deal with it, can we? It’s much worse than I predicted!” it said. 

“What are you talking about? Hey, do you understand me? What’s your point?” Colin said.

“If it gets me, I can melt too! We must get away! Or deal with it ... with— Maybe I can’t deal with it. Can you deal with it?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you!” It bent three of its black rods in front of its mouth.

“I’m trying, but I think I can’t.”

“See? We can’t! It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

The creature moved over the computers between it and Colin, swiftly crawling on the tables without toppling anything. Its body had less than a third of an adult's weight, giving little signs of actual mass despite its size. It faced Colin with the big smile of its wide mouth, displaying its pointy teeth with disregard to the danger they represented in the human world. 

“The World Voice, it is amazing, isn’t it? I asked you something! It’s amazing, right?”

“I don’t know what it is. Sorry. Stay away!” Colin watched the creature reach the floor again, closer to him.

It went to the window from where it came, and put its head out to make a wide search. Its head spun a full circle on its neck, mimicking an owl, and did so twice, until it saw a faint blue glow behind the building they were in. The great pillar of light moved towards the ocean, showing up again in full sight on the horizon.

“Life is hell ... I’m worthless ... why so alone ...”

The creature left the window and sided with Colin at such a speed that he found only time to protect his head with an arm. It had an invitation, though, and not a threat. 

“Did you see it? Did you? Come here!” It pushed him with one of its bent limbs to the glass. 

“Of course I saw it!” Colin said, walking with reluctance, disgusted by the weird monster's touch.

“Then look again, 'cause it’s beautiful!” It smiled with its big mouth and glittering eyes.

“You said it was horrible. Were you talking about the light?”

“Yes, it’s pure horror, I said, that’s right! Isn’t it?” It laughed at Colin, a proud child wishing for recognition. 

“Did the world end because of that thing?” Colin felt his heart grow heavy, burdened by the weight of destruction.

“Yes, that was it! Look at it, it’s changing its path again. So grand, so elegant! What a pretty creation, don’t you think? Huh? Do you agree with me?”

“It’s ... It’s pretty, yes ...” Colin said, illuminated by the blue pillar's glow. 

“And look at how it walks the land as the only of its kind. Oh, the sorrow! One big lament that fulfills a whole universe, you see? It is so deep, it’s terror even to me!”

The creature contented itself in admiring the horizon. It locked its eyes at the great distances separating it from the pillar and never abandoned its smile. Left on its own, perhaps Colin could leave the office and look for a safe shelter, were it not for the strangeness of his situation. He'd be in trouble if his new company could read through his body language.

“Do you have a name?” Colin asked.

“I’m so sad ... so alone ... misery is my only friend ...” it said, its face hypnotized by the outer world. 

Like him, the creature also repeated the Voice. Its disheveled hair bent down as if rain fell on its strands, a dog’s tail too embarrassed to face its owner. Sad thoughts showered the world, miserable words bathing his mind with clarity enough to put into question its source. Did it come from his mind or from outside? 

“I feel this way too ... you’re not alone. Maybe we can work together and help each other. Tell me, what should I call you?” Colin said. 

“OOOO,” the creature said, shaking its head to show Colin the full expression on its face. “Like this, OOOO, teeth together,” it added, sliding the separated teeth under its lips, joining them in the right side of its mouth and muttering its name with a demented moan. 

“OOOO,” Colin tried, sounding unlike what he heard.

“Yes, yes, you can call me that!” it said, not minding the human’s distorted pronunciation. 

“Where do you come from, OOOO?” Colin, uncomfortable trying to reason with the creature, hoped that he could dig his way out of that trap.

“See this world? It’s mine now! Interesting, isn’t it?”

“What world?”

“This one! Terra is gone, poor thing. It was about time, though, wasn't it?”

Colin took one step away from the creature. He looked around the room in search of anything that could be used as a weapon. He found an umbrella in a bucket, a few heavy books on a desk. In Mr. Alden’s room, he knew he'd find a baseball bat. 

“You ... You destroyed it?” Colin said. 

“If you like this term, yes! Destroyed! Nice, isn’t it? I did it! My turn now!”

“How did you do it? It's such a big world, you know, and you're so small, so ... similar to me. What power did you unleash to do this?” Colin said again, moving slowly towards the boss’ room.

“Isn’t that obvious? The World Voice! My sole creation!” It advanced fast on Colin, making him trip on the now soft floor. “That was the way I found to take Mae out of the stage! She was tired already, wasn’t she? Yes, she was! Only needed a push, Mae, my beloved friend, and the World Voice did it! My idea, wasn't it?”

Colin stood up again, as soon as OOOO went back to the window. He crawled into Mr. Alden’s room. His half-melted computer dripped on the still solid wooden table, its drawers intact. Colin opened them to take the remaining snacks, preparing to survive in that new, terrible world, distracted from miserable thoughts by his tense exchange with OOOO. He then unlocked the cabinet, digging through countless souvenirs to find the baseball bat. The creature entered the room, continuing a speech Colin didn't grasp before.

”—she was into other creations already, you see? It was easy, then, and I took the chance! Good thing to do, wasn’t it?”

“I’m sorry, what? You can keep talking, please, I like to hear you, you just have to recap it a little,” Colin turned his face to OOOO, taken by surprise.

“The new world! You didn’t tell me how much you like it! What do you think?”

“To be honest, it seems a pretty empty place ...”

“You still need to see more of it, don’t you? I can guide you!”

“No, please, I can take care of myself.” 

“Well, I’m proud of the Voice! It was the perfect idea to push Mae away, wasn’t it? Did you meet Mae?”

“Mae? No, I don’t know who she is. If she's around, we could go to her. Is she a person, like me?”

“She was Terra’s creator! I took over her world, and now we’re living my creation! Strange that you didn't know that. Amazing, isn’t it? And I like simple ideas, simple but powerful, if you know me. OOOO, ever heard of me?”

Colin stared at the creature, frozen in place, cornered against the cabinet, unable to find anything to protect himself against a possible attack. It spoke in enigmas, a moving sphinx, a monster whose intentions he could only hint at, whose pointy teeth served no soothing function.

It continued. 

“So, I had this idea: the new world is going to be empty, and only one creature will live in it. A human mind, without a body, wandering alone forever and ever. Blind, deaf, without any other sense. A sorrow so deep that even atoms get sad and soften up. Haha, isn’t that funny?”

“Even atoms? Sad atoms, with feelings and all ... You're talking about coming up with new rules to the universe, new basic rules? Sorry if it's too fast, but ... but ... is that possible?” Colin said, astonished.

“In my world that’s possible! Amazing, isn’t it? Tell me!”

 “I’m a terrible existence ... so lonely ... nobody wants me ...”

OOOO jumped in fright, hitting the ceiling, and spun around itself when it fell. It peered outside. The pillar of glowing light took over the sky, bringing along the Voice that haunted even the molecules of matter. The creature pressed itself against the wall, sliding to the corner.

“It’s coming this way! Woohoo, here we go again! Let’s go! You don’t want to melt, do you?” it said. 

“I don’t!” Colin said.

“Then run!”

“You first!”

OOOO opened the office door and disappeared into the corridor. Colin banged the door behind it, locking himself in the office. He pushed a cabinet standing next to the wall over the window hole, so that OOOO had no chance of getting in again. A Voice sounded strongly in his head, reminding him of the world's abandonment. He had no way out of that nightmare, and it seemed just a matter of time before he melted along with everything else. 

The empty office plunged into silence, its computers shutting down at last, the lamps darkening, the air-conditioner turning off. A major blackout took over the world, its dusky darkness pervading the atmosphere, illuminated by a purple sky that showed less flames by the minute, as the fire found little fuel to burn, extinguished by lack of atmosphere. The apocalypse had come and gone, and now Colin walked on the carcass of its victim. 

Whatever remained in the post-rapture reality melted down in sadness, energy, and light obeying master rules, alien to any human notion. A voice, the World Voice, for it weighted on every atom, dominating all states of matter, the World Voice wandered alone in its tormented existence. If OOOO spoke any truth, the giant pillar traveled in a prison built for itself, the whole universe destroyed to keep it isolated. 

“I need somebody ... Please, anybody, come to me ...”

After meeting OOOO, the outside world promised strange creatures, a new population of monsters. To protect himself, Colin opened every drawer and door in the room, looking for weapons. He found scissors, box cutters and the baseball bat he searched for when OOOO praised its supposed creation. The objects melted down, the bat half gone, the box cutters losing its blades to depression. Colin put the scissors in his pocket, the only solid object, saving it for the dangers he would find. With time to spare, he put all the snacks he’d gathered in his backpack, adjusting it to his back. 

Packed and ready, he stared at the window to trace his path home from the streets below, wondering about his parents' safety. How he wished for some company, for someone to make decisions for him, to tell him to obey. Following rules, yes, he did that well. His feet shook with terror, the only human being around, the lucky survivor. Others like him should be in town, in the world, people better at surviving than him, people he could partner with and thrive. Seven billion people. 

Angeline could still be alive, and her interrupted call could be a mere cellphone meltdown. Earth died in ruins, its debris the product of human creation, and humans won every battle ever fought. Also, OOOO mentioned a certain Mae, the creator of Terra. Was she a monster too, or human? If OOOO had gone away for real, at least one monster wouldn't bother him anymore, nor enter his way. Colin put his ear on the office’s main door and heard noises in the corridor.

“Hey! I just remembered one thing!” a voice came from the other side, hitting Colin with a big bang. “You’re a Creator, aren’t you?” OOOO said.

“No ... I’m not. Sorry, I—I don’t create anything. I'm a project manager, you know, I use other people's talents to do stuff, not my own.” Colin moved against the door, hoping to catch any sudden moves from the other side.

“That’s what I thought, but I was too distracted, was I not? Anyway, you should be dead, you see that? Open the door so I can kill you, if you don't mind. I don't know what went wrong.”

Colin jumped away, hitting a table in the clumsiness of his desperation. He picked up the scissors, getting ready to fight, his courage vanishing instead of showing up. The agile creature knocked at the door, seven bangs in quick succession, a nine-legged machine gun. 

“Let me in, will you? You need to die. This world is mine now and it needs a fresh start, you see? It will be hard to admire the World Voice knowing that there are older creations around,” OOOO said. 

Colin ducked under a table, fitting between chair legs, the computer above him turned opposite to the entrance. Despite the barrier covering half his body from the door's view, his waist and feet still showed, rendering his disguise useless. He put one chair by the side of the other and lay on their seats, breathing heavily with eyes locked on the ceiling. 

“You’re human, I know. I don’t hate you, do you understand me? Actually, I love your kind, I’m a super fan of the worlds you inhabit! But you are a creation and were supposed to melt like the others. There's no air anymore, so you should also be choking to death, shouldn't you? I don't know what happened. Maybe a Creator did something different to you and that’s why you’re still here trying to resist, so let me fix that for you, ok? I could blow this whole building up, I could make these walls disappear, but I won't, just to make it more human for both of us, you see?” OOOO said.

The door shook with a sequence of bangs. The creature used all its cylindrical limbs to strike at the melting wood in a row. Colin’s heart pounded hard at each strike, getting his body ready for the frantic run he considered to be his inevitable fate. With the world lost, with a suffering Voice blaming him for all the woes of existence, a memory emerged from the depths of his mind, sweet, passionate, his savior. 

“I love you, Colin ... Always did ... Wish we'd had more time.” 

Angeline's last words. A designer, a creative woman, his love, she lived, she would forever live, as long as he did. They would meet again, yes, they would go through that hell together, her helping him create a way out, him doing as she told him. 

“It’ll be better if you die now, you know? You don’t like to suffer, do you? You’re not special, let me tell you this. You’re just someone else’s creation, ok? And she’s abandoned your world, so you should abandon it too. It’s the etiquette, isn’t it? I’ll kill you now, ok?”

OOOO hit the wood in a loud sequence of punches. The door then bulged with the pressure of OOOO’s head on it, and its melting fibers allowed the breakup of their bonds because they didn’t care anymore. The creature entered Colin’s room with the calmness of an exterminator. 



∙ 4 ∙ Creator 

 

 

As soon as OOOO entered the computer room, Colin froze his breath. Maybe the creature used more senses than sight to find its preys, maybe it mapped the environment with its hearing, maybe it perceived heat, magnetic waves, spectral dust, so that finding a human hidden under a desk would pose no challenge to its capacity. But if it had to knock on the door to enter a place, maybe it wasn’t so powerful after all. It could be a liar.

OOOO swept the room with its goggled eyes, ignoring the tables while it walked past them. It headed to Mr. Alden’s room, to the closed door guarding its entrance, stopping in front to negotiate with the other side. 

“I can break this too, can't I? Why are you making it last so long? Get out now,” it said. 

Colin seized the opportunity to leave the office, crawling to the corridor in absolute silence, taking care not to slip on the gel-like floor under his hands and knees. Once out, he heard OOOO breaking Mr. Alden’s door, entering. Finding nothing, it said:

“I guess he must have melted already. Poor thing, wasn't he?”

Relieved to find an alibi to his disappearance, Colin forced the first doorknob down the corridor. It melted in his grip, rendered useless. He tried the next door, pressing it lightly, seeing OOOO's shadowy body hop out of the office when he opened it. 

“Hey, you’re still alive! That’s not right, is it? I’ll get you now!” it said. 

Colin slammed the door behind him, as he entered an unknown neighboring office, making sure to lock it with the key behind its keyhole. He then raced towards the window, just by reflex, expecting to see a way out, and it took him only one second to realize his trap, seven floors up. The miserable voice haunting the world became background noise, his mind invaded by a new enemy, the need for survival. Injected with adrenaline, Colin's suicidal thoughts subsided. No jumping out of the window.

He punched one of the walls, his hand entering the melting concrete like a butcher disemboweling a beast, and repeated his action until he could peep into the other side. He kicked and threw his weak fists on the surface, opening enough space to pass with his whole body. 

In the new environment, a repetition of every other office: computers, tables, cabinets, and papers. OOOO banged the door to the previous office until it managed to get inside, at the same time that Colin ran once again into the corridor, through the new room’s door, and sprinted to the elevator. Without thinking, he pressed the powerless button and heard at a distance the calm conclusion of his hunter creature:

“Now I’m sure he must have melted. Poor thing ... Oh, no, there you are! Hey, don’t you want to die? You should, shouldn’t you?” It stepped outside, only to find Colin running towards the emergency stairs. 

The fire door banged on the wall as Colin slammed it after an urgent push. He dove into complete darkness, the stairwell lacking electricity and devoid of windows. But he knew the number of steps in each level, so he ran down in desperation, always ready to use any wall as an aide to stop his momentum. OOOO entered the area and probed every surface around him with its dark rods.

“I hate the dark!” it screamed. 

As Colin jumped the steps and descended one floor after the other, he heard above him the frantic advancement of his hunter. It made loud noises during its fall, its hard legs echoing in the dark confinement of the stairwell. In one furious moment, OOOO punched the wall until it cracked and melted down. The creature opened a hole that let the faint apocalyptic glow enter the place, revealing a quick black figure going down at full speed. 

OOOO's stiff legs, although great at hopping and walking, tumbled in the first gap. To regain its balance, the creature rolled down to the next plateau, stood up, and then rolled down again, its body a waterfall on wild rocks. Colin sped up with the echo of OOOO's constant falls, himself always on the verge of tripping. 

At every couple of turns, he counted the floor numbers, hoping to leave at the lobby. When he hit the seventh floor down, he probed the dark wall looking for a metal door, and found the handle he needed to turn. He ran through the doorway into darkness again, surprised to see that wherever he was, it lacked windows. After a few steps, he hit a large object, cold and smooth. Running fingers on its surface, he felt handles, mirrors, a car. The garage, before the lobby, how could he forget it? 

A symphony of clumsiness emerged from the emergency stairs. OOOO toppled itself continually, banging all parts of its body on the floor and walls, until it punched the concrete again to open another hole and let more light come in. Its descent noise became fainter and fainter, as apparently it kept its way down until the end. The garage resumed its pristine silence, its darkness intensified by Colin's loneliness. Fear took over his heart, hiding in the gloom of Armageddon, his mind bombarded by the Voice's eternal wailing. 

 

Colin found a way between the cars, looking for the furthest wall he could reach from the stairs. He carried the scissors in his hand, its metal blades turning liquid in a part of its surface, his weapon against any encounter. At every step, his confidence trickled down in drops of sweat. Blind, powerless, he made short strides, afraid to hit anything, afraid to trip on any creature ready to strike him with sharp teeth and long nails. 

When he hit a wall, he did what he had learned from the world's new nature. With strong punching and kicking, the concrete bricks bled in meaty spasms, flowing down in slimy chunks, honey dripping from its beehive. A thick fluid with no adherence to anything, bathing Colin’s hands in each of his violent strikes, making no bonds, his skin clean and smooth. 

Soon, he created a hole where light streamed in and allowed him the first glimpses of the garage. It became wide enough to allow his head to peek through it, one floor above the ground. If he jumped, he’d fall in the back alley by the building's side. 

No sign of OOOO, who had continued its descent towards the lobby, who could be in the city by then, preying on survivors, looting ruins. It moved fast, it should be far away already. Something to watch for though, eyes alert for its presence. 

Colin jumped, his feet penetrated into the melting surface to the height of his big toe. Solid bones took the impact with ease, muscles stretching to protect his every joint. Safe, he walked down the alley towards the street, peering both ways before moving one step further. 

Empty windows, rosy splotches on the ground, a big teardrop made of concrete and steel flowing down a skyscraper at the corner, its dissected bowels overflowing its edges with bent girders and electric wires, all mingling in its meltdown.

He followed the road to his parent’s house, the only safe haven he could think of at the time. After that, he’d check the beach area to look for any survivors. Remembering the crowd in there before the end of the world, he feared finding a place of death, either by stomping, melting or hungry creatures that found a banquet ready for them. 

Reaching the top of a slope, though, something moved ahead. Fast and spidery, it hopped around at great speed. Colin slipped silently into the nearest open building, a restaurant with glass panes at the front, and hid behind the counter. He waited for any sound. A drop of slime fell on his head, disgusting, oozing over his shoulders. He screamed. Looking up, it was the ceiling, melting down. 

“Nobody loves me ... the world is gone ... I can’t do anything ... who did this to me?”

The Voice resonated stronger now, reminding Colin of a terror he had placed in his mind's background, a main character in his drama. If it approached, like OOOO had warned about, he would find out the hard way whether the power of its sorrow would make him melt too.

OOOO showed up in front of the restaurant. Colin saw it through the glass, a mutual sight, because it jumped through the window and broke it down into liquid shards, falling behind the counter to strike at Colin. He rolled in desperation, clenching the scissors in his hand, and stood up with one big push of his foot, throwing a table against the advancing creature. He ran towards the door, glancing at all the objects and entrances around him, finding nothing helpful. 

OOOO pushed him, taking him down whole, himself turned into a dummy. Colin fell to the ground, swinging his arms in wide arches to hit the creature with all his might. The scissors melted in the first coup, spilling its juice over his contorting body. OOOO danced on him, doing its best to pierce his flesh with its hard legs, moving fast with stabs like a sewing machine. Colin turned his chest from side to side, covering his face with both arms, and kicked his attacker. His feet slid between the monster's thin legs, hitting its body. 

A duster swept its fluffy feathers on his skin, OOOO attacking nonstop, causing no pain, a harmless flying cockroach trapped inside a shirt. Colin opened his eyes, uncrossing his arms to see the creature that did its best to murder him, and looked straight into its eyes. It bent its cylindrical limbs and pushed them down against the human, pressing hard against his flesh, looking for murder. 

Colin wondered about pain, it bugged him that his nerves gave no danger warnings. Was death not as painful as he thought? Strange, his situation pushed him to the role of spectator, watching the demise of his corporeal existence from the protagonist’s view. Then OOOO stopped and looked at him too. Despite its heartfelt attempts at killing Colin, the creature got no blood. 

“You said you weren’t a Creator, didn’t you?” it said.

“I’m not ... I’m not a Creator, I swear!”

“I guess you are, though. That explains everything, doesn’t it? That’s why you’re still here. You’re a Creator!”

It stepped down from Colin’s belly, standing in front of him to let the man recover from the incident. Colin waited, though, paying close attention to every move the monster made. He had no idea of what crossed its mind. A big chunk of melting concrete fell in the middle of them, leaving a gap in the ceiling, breaking their silence. 

“If you were just a creation, you’d be dead by now. Creators can’t kill other Creators, and why would they want to do such a thing? It’s the most terrible thing to do, to lose a Creator, isn’t it? So, you’re a Creator yourself! Did you know that?”

“No, I said it already! I’m not a Creator!” Colin said.

“Oh, I guess you’re the new one. You're from the old world, aren't you? It happens from time to time, doesn’t it? When a world ends, one or two creations become Creators themselves. Don’t worry, there’s nothing special about you, it’s totally at random. That happened to me too, didn't it? To all Creators! Isn’t it great?”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

“OK, but we should move. The Voice is coming this way, and this building is melting. You don’t want to be under it when it falls, do you? You won’t die, but you may get trapped, if you want to. You decide! You’re a Creator! If I get trapped, I’ll allow it, because it’s funny, but I should try to avoid it, otherwise where’s the fun? So, come with me!” OOOO said. 

 

Colin followed it to the street, still fearful. The creature’s whole act made no sense! 

“What do you want from me?” he said.

“Friendship! You come from a world where this concept exists, don’t you? Yes, you do, and I loved Terra! Be my friend!”

“But you tried to kill me!”

“Tried, but didn’t succeed, because you’re also a Creator, aren’t you? Do you like my world? Huh, isn’t it interesting?” it said.

“No, I don’t like it! And stop saying I’m a Creator, because I’m not!”

“Yes, you are! Why don’t you create something for us to see, huh?”

“Stop this nonsense, please! Tell me now, what do you want from me?” Colin’s face displayed his agony.

They walked side by side. OOOO’s head span on its neck, watching the panorama of destruction with eyes scanning the colossal pillar of light. It fixed its attention in a region of the sky and Colin did the same, curious to anticipate any danger that threatened them both. The Voice sounded in his mind in a line of faint whispers, making him feel trashy, a person lacking any redeeming quality. 

“Make a craft! I’m curious to see what you can do!” OOOO said.

“Once again, I have no idea what you’re talking about! I don’t even know if I can trust you.”

“No, no, no, no hard feelings, please! Creators are sacred, they only die if they want to, you see? I can't hurt you, and I wouldn't want to do such a monstrous thing!”

“How can I really know that you’re not lying?”

“You just create something!” it said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“How? What kind of thing do Creators do?” Colin said.

“Nice, you want my help, don't you? You must formulate an idea and let it flow!”

Colin conceptualized only OOOO in his mind. The creature’s strange invitation disturbed his thoughts in such a way as to render him unable of other ideas. OOOO watched him with its big smile, paying close attention to his whole body. After a short time, in which Colin remained frozen on the street, it looked around itself, searching for something invisible.

“I can't see it. Are you fascinated by nothingness? What, help me here, do I need a special visor to see what you crafted? Give me one too, I want to see it!” It turned around, excited, looking for Colin's creation.

“What? No, what are you looking for? You know what I was thinking about? You, that's what! I can’t create anything, I told you already!” Colin pressed both palms on his forehead to hold in the madness. 

“Oh, I see,” OOOO said, giving up his search for the nonexistent creation. He approached his human acquaintance and stood by his side, looking away into the horizon. “Something from your world, see? Think of a cat! A cute fluffy cat, with orange stripes and big whiskers, fat paws and a long tail. You want it to be with you, don’t you? Huh, do you want the cat? This funny friendly cat that will walk with you and be some company? You want it, don’t you? Think of this cat and say that you want it!” it said. 

The cat’s image came automatically into Colin’s mind. He saw it the way OOOO described it, and the other necessary characteristics from his own knowledge of animals. He then wished to have the cat on his arms, hopeful to have a connection with any earthling, already feeling its soft fur caressing his skin. 

A cat showed up in his arms as soon as he completed his wish. 

 

The animal had the appearance of his imagination, and it squirmed in Colin's eyes, it breathed and looked around. At the same time that it came into existence, the cat struggled against the world's invisible hostility. It jumped from Colin’s lap and contorted itself on the melting ground, screaming with all its energy, although nobody heard a thing. 

It bent its tiny body like the victim of a fire, and the pain it felt became visible. Rashes cut down his fur and then exploded, blowing chunks of its skin everywhere. It suffered a slow self-destruction and then melted down, dying less than a minute after its birth. 

“See, you are a Creator, aren’t you? See, I told you! Nice creation, nice death! We can play a game later that I think you’ll like,” OOOO said.

The creature strolled slowly on its rigid legs, waiting for Colin to follow. He had spent his entire life avoiding any images of violence or gore, feeling needles piercing his neck at the mere mention of surgeries and ugly accidents. With the vision of a cat burned alive by invisible flames, he would never sleep in peace again. 

“I will never do that again!” Colin took a deep breath, speaking with clenched teeth. He pressed his jaw to take control of an imminent sobbing.

“Why not? That’s what Creators do!” OOOO said.

“They destroy everything? Is that it?”

“No, it’s not really it. See, take another look at this world of mine. You don’t see any clouds, do you? Any stars? The sun? The moon? No, nothing, because it’s all gone. I removed everything! There’s only one planet in the whole universe, you see? And only one creation inhabiting the land. The World Voice. You think I did it to destroy Terra, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do! You monster, you killed everything just to have a laugh!”

“You’re wrong, aren’t you? Yes, you are. I did this because I wanted to create a new world! And to have new things, we must let go of the old ones. It’s the price to pay, and what is gone is gone, isn’t it?” it said.

 “Couldn’t you just leave Earth alone and find another place to create your stuff?” Colin drew his brows together, angered at the creature’s grin.

“Oh, we already did that, didn’t we? Your world was a big one. Me and the others did awesome things in other galaxies! You didn’t develop fast space travel, did you? If you did, you’d find great creations everywhere!”

“So why didn’t you let us get there? If you waited longer, we’d be able to see it all!”

“It became … boring, you know? It was time for a world with new rules! How about a world in which atoms get sad just as humans do? Great fun, isn’t it?” OOOO smiled widely, its big eyes shining bright. 

“Sad atoms? Is that even possible? You said it already, and I still can't believe it. No, it's all too normal to be true, except ... except for the melting. No, that's not possible ...” Colin made circles around himself, disturbed by his thoughts.

“Of course it is, isn’t it? You conceive it and it happens. That’s what Creators do!”

“Then I wish to have my world back.”

“Oh, you can't have it like this, can you? I'm the Dominant one now. You'll have to defeat my world, won't you? Like I did with Terra.”

A building by the roadside collapsed, slowly folding half-melted to the ground. Its walls still kept a part of its rigidity, becoming a straight edged mound. Colin jumped in fright, expecting another beast. He looked at the ruins with expectation, finding nothing besides a pile of dead shapes. 

“Did ... Did everybody die? Is it possible for humans to survive in your world, OOOO?” he asked.

“It’s very hard, and they should die, shouldn’t they? Only omnipresent Creators know! I’m not one of them, so if I found living humans in here, I’d be amused, although I’d try to eliminate them to clean the slate. It’s not good to take old habits into a new life, is it?”

“No, please don’t kill them! I need to find a person!” Colin said.

“A Creator?”

“No, a human like me! Her name is Angeline!”



∙ 5 ∙ A walk at the beach

 

 

Buildings fell down at every block. Their columns melted with the sadness of their fate, in a world where even atoms reacted to the World Voice's power. Many bricks resisted, shielded by more optimistic particles, keeping the shapes of houses and tall structures intact in the middle of puddles of liquid matter. Each and every one of them, though, could fall at any time, and their melted masses flowed down the slopes, leveling out the land with their depressed molecules. 

Colin’s house met the same fate. When he reached it in the company of OOOO, half of it lay on the ground, bleeding a gray slime made of furniture and concrete. The windows had lost their glass, the roof dripped with the melting of its tiles, the bedroom’s walls had holes like the gaps between ribs. 

“You’ll get inside, won’t you? OK, I can take you out if it crumbles and traps you,” OOOO said.

“Do you think it might fall right now? I doubt there’s anybody in there, but I need to see it,” Colin said.

He found the couch still whole, the television screen still intact. Between the dismantled room walls, objects gave little sign of decrepitude. 

“Mom, dad!” he yelled.

“Haha, sound in the vacuum? This place has no air anymore. They wouldn’t hear you, would they?” OOOO said.

“We’re talking, aren’t we?”

“Because we’re Creators, aren't we? We communicate at will.”

“Why can I still breathe, then?”

“You’re not really breathing, are you? You’re immortal now.”

Colin climbed the stairs with care, jumping the liquid looking steps. He got to his parents’ room. Sheets draped their big bed, messy pillows lay on the mattress, clean carpet on the ground, no sign of their slippers. A good sign, Colin thought, looking around for puddles of strange liquids. 

“They’re not here. They must have gone somewhere with the car,” he said, noticing the empty garage at his arrival.

“It must be nice to melt at high speed, must it not?” the creature said, giving him a child's innocent smile.

Colin took a mad glance at OOOO, finding no malice in its face. “There must be other people alive. I need to help them survive, wherever they are.”

“Nice, you accept being a Creator now, don't you?”

“Not at all, I'll never create anything in this hell, only to watch it meltdown later. I'll help by just being around and keeping you away from them.”

“Hey, I can help too! I'll go with you and we can find others, can't we? But I doubt we'll find any creation still alive.”

Colin looked at a portrait over the nightstand. A photo of him and his parents on Christmas, Colin in the middle, hugging them with hands on their backs. The only official image of his family left in that age, it risked melting down with all the rest. The digital ones, all the others, they’d never be accessible again. He took the photo out from its frame and put it in his pocket. 

“You can’t be right. People are smart! Many found a way of surviving here, I’m sure they did.”

“I’m curious to see that!” OOOO said, shaking his head. 

Colin went downstairs, into the kitchen, to look for supplies. He opened the cupboard and found bread and packs of chips. He took all that he could and put them in his backpack. 

“I’m interested in your action. You’re collecting creations, aren’t you? Food? You don't need food, so you must be collecting,” OOOO said.

But the human himself doubted the importance of his actions.

“I want to be prepared, just in case you’re lying,” he said.

“Me, lying? Why would I do that?”

“You said I’m immortal, right? How can I be so if I felt no change in me?”

“Can I stab you again?” OOOO raised one of its stiff legs in his direction.

“Don't touch me, stand back!” Colin protected himself with an opened hand in front of his chest.

“You’re more than you think. You’ll find it out, won’t you?” OOOO locked its eyes into Colin's while approaching him with all limbs on the ground.

Colin took a sip from his water bottle, not thirsty, only because of sensation. The liquid went down his throat like a specter, the ghost of water, unaware of skin. He took a piece of bread and ate it, despite not being hungry, just to be sure that his condition remained rooted in the world of humans. It had no taste whatsoever. They left the house. 

The road became a grayish brown, tinged with the dirty color of too many pigments mixed together. He headed in the direction of the beach, taking care not to slide on the melting ground. After a long slippery walk, he reached his destination. 

 

“I’m so alone ... So miserable ... Is anybody there?”

The Voice still echoed in the universe, striking Colin’s mind with enough power to keep him in constant sadness. Filled with hope and curiosity, though, expecting to find survivors at the beach, he marched with an explorer's might. 

On the crossing before the beachside avenue, a tall hotel had collapsed in on itself, filling the entire area with debris. Buried cars blocked the way, puddles of melted flesh oozed out of their liquid doors and windows. Colin climbed the mountain of half-solid steel and concrete ahead of him. 

Under his feet, matter rippled, unrest spreading throughout the land. One sad atom collapsed, taken aback by the Voice, and others followed suit, inspired by suicide. Chemical compounds dissolved, joining the big soup of depression which destroyed everything. The first view of the ocean had still water, purple sky, and slimy sand.

“It’s an amazing world, isn’t it?” OOOO said by his side.

“It’s ugly as hell. You should be ashamed of what you did.”

“Ugly can be interesting too, can’t it? I bet you never saw a place like this before.”

The boardwalk broke down in craters, its lampposts and kiosks in ruins. As Colin descended the mount and stepped on the stone slabs before the sand, he had to pull his legs from the melting matter and dodge a myriad of unrecognizable objects, all of them crafted by humans and deformed by the World Voice's power. 

“I hope the others are enjoying this kind of view too! There are bigger cities, aren’t there?” OOOO said. 

“Who are the others? That Mae you told me about earlier, the one you said was the Creator of Earth?” Colin said.

“Other Creators like us! I wonder if they’re having fun with my world too.”

“Are all of them like you? Does everybody want to destroy all the humans?”

“They are all different, aren't they? When we find some, you'll love them!”

Colin stepped on the sand and his foot sank. It was fluffier than it could ever be within the physical laws of Earth, swallowing his bony ankles with the softness of a gel. He marched with difficulty on the hungry terrain, hypnotized by the ocean water. It reflected the sky's purple tint, mirror-like, spreading out the weirdness. When he touched it, its surface rippled, water indeed. OOOO watched him from the boardwalk, amused at his interaction with the world it crafted with so much excitement. 

“Nice mirror, isn’t it?” it said. 

“It’s so still ...” Colin watched the waves fading at a short distance. 

He looked up and found a featureless space. Beyond Earth's corpse, purple painted the universe, its gloomy domination plain and dark. Only the World Voice's colossal pillar disturbed the horizon, a tall line extending its length high above ground. He could see things, therefore light existed, any source of light. 

“Where is the sun?” Colin asked.

“Nowhere. I didn’t want it, you see? Light just happens in here.”

He took a half-melted cell phone and raised it from the sand. It projected no shadow, and yet it changed tone according to its viewing angle. Colin lived with inert senses since the new world's dawn, and to think of a universe with no sun made his legs tremble with vertigo. 

“That’s why the water is so smooth. You took away the moon too!” he said.

“Yes! Beautiful, isn’t it? Terra plain and simple, alone like the World Voice!”

“Are we still rotating at least?”

“No, no need. It’s just a sphere hanging in nothingness, isn’t it?”

Vacuum, the atmosphere gone, all of it, Earth's layers reduced to the void. Life made impossible, the apocalypse, all of it gone for real and forever. The end, a monster crawling in his guts, struggling towards his throat, to choke him.

 

One person, any living being, to save himself. If one could live in that airless, poisonous place, he could still find hope. He walked on the messy beach grounds almost willing to hear OOOO speak again, terrified by the silence of the world's end. An intact restaurant on the opposite sidewalk caught his attention before long. He crossed the avenue to inspect the place, followed by OOOO, who went after him without any of its lunatic interruptions.

“Don’t you have anything to do for yourself? I appreciate your help, but, you know, I'm not forcing you to come along. I'm looking for survivors,” he said.

“I want to watch you. You're admiring my world, aren't you? It’s interesting, isn’t it?” it said.

“Not admiring, I guess. This is a bad place, and I wish you hadn't done what you did. You turned a rich world into one big desert. How can that be interesting?”

“Well, there’s old Terra, and there’s the World Voice. They meet, a conflict takes place, and then stuff happens, doesn’t it? Conflict! We’re watching an aftermath that is also a beginning!”

Colin knew that restaurant. He went there once with his parents, where they ate seafood at night, after promenading on the boardwalk. A buffet table occupied the center of the big room, and he wondered whether that was due to the end of times’ celebration or just a natural reconfiguration. 

He opened the tray lids to take a look of the remaining food, surprised to see a preserved banquet. Only one of the options seemed to melt and mix with its containment’s metal, becoming an ugly mass of gray ooze. OOOO tried to take a dish from a neighboring table and dropped it on the floor, as he couldn’t handle human objects with its stiff legs. 

“What are you doing?” Colin said.

“You carry food in your bag, don’t you? Don’t you want to taste these?”

Colin smiled at him for the first time. If he didn’t look outside the windows, the restaurant enveloped him with the warmth of a normal place, and he needed normal for one minute to keep from melting down. He grabbed a dish and served himself with shrimp risotto, fish with vegetables and roasted salmon. OOOO sat on a small table and beckoned Colin to join it. 

The food's colors died in themselves, translating no odor to Colin's nose. He touched it with his nostril and still smelt nothing. He filled his fork with a good portion of rice and bit it, chewing with care to sense whatever he could. Distilled water, no matter how solid. 

“Give me some!” OOOO asked. 

“It doesn’t have any taste. And it's human food. Are you serious you want to try it?”

“I don’t even eat, do I? The experience is what matters!” it said.

Colin filled the fork once again, sticking a shrimp in its end, and drove it to OOOO’s mouth, a baby posed in front of chocolate. It opened and closed its mouth and let most of the food fall, making a mess on the floor. 

Colin laughed at that, amused by the creature’s ineptitude at eating in human ways. With the creature’s attempt and curious innocence, the restaurant seemed populated, and the world a friendlier place all of a sudden. One moment in the Earth that he knew well, and peace soothed his heart.

“Nice, give me more!” it said.

“Really? I bet you could eat this fork and the taste would be the same.”

“Then give me that as well, you see?”

Colin placed the plate in front of OOOO and let it grab everything he could with its mouth, helping it with the fork, which later became prey to the creature’s curiosity. It had no tongue, as Colin could see from the opening of his jaw, but it emitted sucking sounds as it tried to process the food. 

“It’s interesting, very interesting, isn’t it? The decay brought a few subtleties to its composition. The shrimp is still there, but it’s sad, I can sense that, can’t I? It gets bitter this way, accepting the dark hole of my mouth more willingly. It’s a pity we don’t need to eat, because it’d be nice to feed from depressed food, wouldn't it?” it said.

“Oh, I didn't know you were a gourmet! You're one surprising creature, aren't you?”

“Creator!”

“Fine, whatever. Let me try again.” Colin picked the fork up and bit a piece of the salmon. 

“I come from a world where being sad makes things tastier. I guess that’s why the flavor strikes me better, right?”

“Probably. I can’t feel anything yet.”

 

Colin stood up from the chair. The restaurant fascinated him with how its interior resisted the World Voice's depressing influence. The apocalypse came and took with it most traces of humanity, and yet places where they could pretend to eat and be like people from Earth endured all hardships. He went to the counter to admire all the small things he found there, just for admiration’s sake. The last moments of integrity in that old reality, for the Voice ruled the world and would never die.

“Everybody is gone ... You can’t do this to me, you have to talk to me ... Somebody show up, please ... I can’t stand this loneliness ...”

OOOO moved behind Colin, watching him touch the credit card machines, the wrapped candies, sweeping the melted stuff from the counter's surface. It smiled with head tilted sideways, whispering to itself:

“I fell on the right time, in the right place, didn't I? I'll see him bloom, discover his powers, his creativity. Lucky me, am I not?” 

It then crawled to Colin's side, looking down where he played with Earth's relics. 

“Why don’t you create something to cheer up this place, huh?” it said.

“No, I don’t create things. I refuse to do so, remember? I don't kill living creatures, unlike you,” he said.

“Yes, some Creators are like this, you see? It’s also interesting. But it’s nice to create things, isn’t it? Like that cat that you did!”

“That was painful to watch, and I never want to do it again. Didn’t you have pain in your world?”

“Maybe yes. We laughed at it, we laughed a lot, didn’t we? We died all the time, and it was funny, because then we could try another turn.”

Familiar words hid the true nature of OOOO's strangeness. Its otherworldly origin became evident only when the listener made the connections. Colin turned his back on it, weirdness creeping into his body. A seed germinated in his mind, sowed by the creature's suggestion. He thought about music, the soothing melody of his favorite singer for cold, dark days, and he wished that it played in the hall. As he wished, it happened, and his heart accelerated when he heard her voice’s tender words: 

“Well met, well met and I know true love ...”

Air particles filled the room, racing past the windows as they bled to the vacuum outside. Then even the sound melted, fading in slow motion, unable to resist that world's hostility, air gone and liquefied in a dejected soup. Colin had another taste of his power and once again it proved worse than useless. It only increased his pain. OOOO hopped over the tables when the music sounded, excited.

“Do it again! Try something different to see if it can last longer. We can play a game called ‘Resistance’, can’t we? My turn!” it said.

It then proceeded to craft a blue cylinder with a body made of loosened strings. The creation jumped in the room without a target, hitting the ceiling and the ground when it bounced, getting fatter when flying, and straighter when in contact with the surface, in a pattern so unlike Terran physics that Colin couldn’t avoid admiring it. Its strings detached, though, and exploded like fuses, disappearing as if fried by boiling oil. 

Having empathy for it, Colin suffered from the little creation’s pain. OOOO’s alien nature annoyed him, its insensibility pushed him away, making him willing to stand apart from it and be alone in the restaurant, in that little museum of his home world. 

“Your turn now!” it said. 

Colin went to the kitchen, ignoring OOOO’s expecting glance, to escape from it, and also to look for more of humanity’s legacy. Dark, illuminated by the entrance's dim light, the kitchen had two big ovens, countless pans, and many puddles of unknown matter. He opened all drawers and the doors of all cabinets, comforting himself with the view of familiar products and objects. Only a handful of things showed signs of melting. 

In the wall, a big gray door, bulky like none other in the place, stood firm in place. Maybe the restaurant's cold room? If something had to resist the apocalypse, it would find certain refuge in there. OOOO entered the room to watch Colin’s survey, as curious as he was to see what lay behind the strong door. 

He turned its handle with great strength and the door exploded. It threw itself opened, blowing Colin and OOOO back with violence, air leaking towards the vacuum. Their bodies flew through the kitchen colliding with cacophonous pans and utensils. Another body escaped the cold room with the rush of air. A man who soon found himself poisoned by the hostile world's matter, choking and bleeding with bursting rashes all over his skin. He moved his limbs frantically around, punching cabinet doors with arms and feet, banging his head on the floor as a way of easing his pain. 

Colin ran to help the man, desperate to relieve him somehow, to have him alive. But he melted like Mr. Alden did in the office, losing his muscles and then his bones, turning into a puddle of disgusting flesh. OOOO went to his side. 

“It’s always funny to watch things melt, isn’t it?” it said, with a big smile. 

 



∙ 6 ∙ An immortal's burden

 

 

Colin clenched his hands. His nails pierced his palm, his skin impenetrable. He would never bleed again. The thought gave him strength, it gave him the courage to listen to the anger in his heart and strike at OOOO. 

He jumped over the creature with the whole weight of his body, taking it down on the kitchen floor. It didn’t budge, falling like a dummy under Colin and looking at him with its goggled, curious eyes. 

He punched OOOO’s gray face, hitting its temples with his fists. Rage flowed in his body's veins, furious to see that the creature didn’t even blink with the violence he used to attack its head. Underwhelmed, he made no distinction between targets, throwing his firm bones on its skull as much as on its pointy teeth. 

His skin remained intact, free from pain, he who had never fought in his life, he who had never felt the impact of human flesh under his closed fists. 

He grabbed one of OOOO’s legs, dragging it behind him. The creature’s body rolled lightly, easy to move around. Colin took it to the eating room, gripped its leg with both hands and threw it against the wall. It struck the tiles and fell again, laughing at the ride.

“That’s nice, very interesting! You enjoy this too, don’t you?” it said. 

OOOO’s amusement offended Colin, who grabbed a chair by his side. He smashed the object on the creature’s body, hitting it hard until the chair fell apart. The wood broke, small pieces flew to the floor, all solid, all Earth-like. Colin went to the buffet table and took a couple of dishes, which he threw on OOOO. They exploded with the impact, emanating pleasure at the destruction.

As the creature didn’t react, watching the human relieve his anger on its intact body, Colin went on with his mad violence, forgetting little by little the pain of the melted man who had been still alive inside the cold room. He took a fork and tried to hurt OOOO, pressing it hard against its skin, but it was so docile and interested in his attempts that it made little sense to continue with the play. 

The fork scraped the creature’s delicate skin, like a finger caressing an orange, and Colin made sense of his efforts. Nothing in there would hurt it. He had watched his world melt and he couldn't force its reaper to pay for its terrible sin. He wanted to make it feel pain, and so he punched it again, on its head, on the fluffy tissues under its neck. He tried to bend its legs, he tried to dismember it, to amputate it with a table. 

He wanted a bomb, a grenade to blow it into pieces, violence above the mere capacity of his human body. He saw it in his mind, the device he so wanted to have in his hands, and that time it could go wrong, it could bring death and destruction, the more the better. Colin thought about a grenade, he wished for it, and it materialized in his hand. 

A round explosive the size of his own palm, shaking and burning with the contact of the world's elements, beginning its inevitable melting. Before the grenade's dissolution, Colin pulled its pin and threw it over OOOO, running away from the scene to escape the incoming explosion. He looked back at it and a big bubble of fire grew inside the restaurant, pushing tables and chairs away, all without sound. 

Colin felt suddenly powerful with the destructive forces he could summon, and for one second he hoped to see OOOO’s body torn to pieces. But the creature just stood up and smiled at him.

“You’re doing great, aren’t you? That was very interesting! See, you’re creating things too!” it said. 

Anger overtook his mind, eyes filled with rage, framing every shape with a furious filter. The restaurant’s ceiling dripped its first drops on the table. The World Voice wailed, its power overwhelming, no matter how distant. Colin's hope faded as things melted, his museum of old Earth turning into an indistinguishable mass of gray ooze, piece by piece.

“Hit me more, go on, it makes you feel good, doesn’t it? Anger is beautiful too. Don’t you think so? I do! You’re doing well, don’t worry,” OOOO said, approaching Colin.

 

His grenade destroyed a wall, scattering restaurant ware on the floor. His safe haven became a souvenir of the endless war he’d have to wage against the world, melted down and burned. Standing still, heart filled with madness, fists clenched, ready to strike again, he closed his eyes. Calmness kissed his wrist, pleading to come in and dominate his mind.

“I’m sorry, OOOO. I’m not this kind of person, trust me. I hate violence, you know? I’ve always been so weak that I never imagined myself getting into a fight,” he said.

“But you liked it, didn’t you? It is very interesting!” it said.

“Only because I didn’t get hurt. I tried to bleed, believe me, I did, and I guess I wanted to feel pain too. I don’t feel human if I don’t have any weak spot. Can you understand me? Well ... I have no idea of how things were in your world, so it’s hard to talk to you. And you were right all the time.”

“Right about what?”

“About the end of the world,” Colin said. 

He sat down on a chair and gestured to OOOO to follow him. Neither the human nor the creature needed to rest their legs, but it followed its peer out of pure curiosity, placing itself on the seat in front of him. Colin thought about a glass of orange juice, the drink he’d mostly like to have at that moment, but he didn’t wish for it. Nothing he could bring to that universe would serve any good. 

“I’m thinking about the human we found there in the cold room. I wonder how it was for him to get there. The door was locked from the outside, did you notice it?” he said.

“Oh, that’s so nice! What more did you see?” OOOO said, amazed at Colin’s perceptions.

“Nothing else. I just wonder how he got there. Was he so scared of the changes that he asked others to lock him inside? Or did someone throw him there like a prisoner? Or was it a prank, or a final act of torture?”

“What do you like to believe the most?”

“I believe ... Hm, I can only say what I would do in the case. I would never lock myself in a dark place like that in emergency times. So, he was probably put inside against his will, or by accident. He probably didn’t even know that things were so different out here right now. In a way, he was buried alive. Just imagine how much he must have suffered.”

“Amazing, isn’t it? I like to think that he was just trying to fit in. I’m not very good with the human mind, but he could be trying to fit in, couldn’t he?” OOOO said.

“What do you mean? He was isolated, how could he fit in? Fit in where?” Colin said.

“Fitting as much as he could against the rock. Seeing a hole and getting inside, calling friends to join in, to see how many can fit in in the same space, you know? The problem is that he didn’t find others to join him, so he had to do it by himself, and we all know that a small fit is insufficient to make one strong, don't we?”

“It’s not the way we work, OOOO. It makes no sense.”

“Maybe it does, doesn’t it? It's incredible the sort of things we can create when we have nothing else to do! It's good to keep an open mind, isn't it?”

Colin looked down in silence. He caressed his palm, coping with the lack of sensations in his immortal self. Without pain, what purpose did his senses have? Why seeing things, why listening to anything, why did touch matter? Without his home world, why continue living?

“Please, OOOO ... Can you bring Earth back?” he murmured to OOOO.

“You mean Terra, don’t you? Terra was your world's name. Why do you want it back? Don’t you like my creation?” It lowered the extremes of its lips near to its chin, saddened. 

“No, I don’t like it. It’s a terrible place, I told you. Could you make everything normal again? I can’t live like this, please.”

“I think it’s so interesting ... I must meet other Creators later and hear what they think, must I not? Yes.”

“What about Earth ... I mean, Terra? Tell me if it’s possible!”

“Why, yes, it is possible to have it back! You’re a Creator too, aren’t you? You can create a world, and you can try to recreate Terra, if you want it so much. You don’t want that, do you? Why not create a different world, to make it more interesting?”

“Yes, I do want it, exactly the same! But I can’t create it, no, I don’t want to create anything. I just want everything the way it was. I beg you, please! Do it for me, and I'll help where I can.”

“Then it’s complicated, isn’t it?”

A drop of concrete fell on their table. Colin looked around and the entire restaurant gave strong signs of decomposition. The buffet table lost its feet to the Voice, floating on a slimy puddle.  Many half-melted chairs lay dead on the floor, big drops accumulated on the walls, paraffin under fire. Colin stood up in frustration, sad to see more decay, not one light in sight of his endless tunnel. Being a Creator didn't interest him, and this resolution blocked his way.

 

They returned to the beach. An odd hope told Colin he’d find a different scene, still used as he was to the old world's dynamics. The only changes, however, came from the ever-growing mass of indistinguishable matter melting and blending with the surrounding objects. The ocean water penetrated the sandy mush, becoming one with it, smearing the boundaries between solid and liquid. 

“Is this how we will live now? Bored, with nothing to do or see?” Colin said.

“What, are you bored? How come?” OOOO said.

“On Earth ... or Terra, as you name it, people did amazing things all the time. The world was beautiful, full of life, and we were creative. Look at your world now. It’s all turning gray, and the only living thing in it wants to die.”

“And isn’t that interesting? It’s a different experience, of course, isn’t it? It wants to die, but it can't. Besides, Terra was getting boring, as you were all repeating yourselves, and the world was about to end anyway, wasn’t it?”

“OK, let's pretend you're right, just to see where it goes. So, what do you propose? What am I supposed to do with all this free time in this awful place? Run away from the World Voice forever?”

“That sounds fun, doesn't it? But you can also create things!”

OOOO stopped and smiled with pointy teeth out of its lips. It looked straight at a fixed point ahead of them on the boardwalk, a tennis shoe turned liquid. A human being appeared out of nothing in the air, one palm over the floor, and fell down looking for balance. A man with skin white as paper, naked, his black hair curly like those of sub Saharan descent. He raved on the gelatinous wood pavement, suffering from the hostile world's fever around him, unable to breathe, unable to resist the powerful sorrow of matter. 

In his only moment of conscience, the man looked at the pair of Creators next to him and trembled at the sight of OOOO, as the creature faced him with widened eyes and his terrifying smile of amusement. Colin watched him lose his skin to the unforgiving environment, melting after the agony of endless mute screams. 

“You see, Creators are never bored! They can craft things, can’t they?” OOOO said.

“What ... Oh, no ... What the hell? People are not things! Stop that, you monster! You created a living being just to watch it burn, I can't believe it. That’s ... That’s disgusting!”

“But it was so interesting! I never tire of melting stuff, do I? You saw how he danced when his arm muscles fell off, didn’t you? That’s the first time I saw it—”

“Don’t ever do this again! Do you hear me?”

“No, I don’t hear you, do I? That doesn’t make sense. Creators create!”

Another human showed up in the air, a woman in a Victorian dress, barefoot, shaved head. She landed elegantly, standing over her shaky feet with difficulty, given the ground's unstable nature. She looked down, disgusted at the slime under her soles, and then turned her head up, to meet Colin’s glance. As she prepared to speak, she put both hands on her chest and stopped moving. In her desperate eyes, Colin foresaw her inevitable death. 

He turned his face away from her to avoid looking at her imminent meltdown, while her arms swung in full arches above her head, in the agony of her suffocation and death, and he wished for a source of air to envelop her body. He wished and he materialized it, for a strong wind blew all around her, allowing her to catch her breath and scream unintelligible words. The air, though, crystallized in suspension and fell like rain, leaving the woman back in the vacuum. Before Colin could think of anything else, she melted down, following the path of all other things.

 

Humans could get back to life, Colin realized. If he wanted, he could create them as well, couldn't he? But he would pay with their immediate dissolution, unless he could find a way to resist that world’s corrosive substrate and the World Voice itself. How to stand all that suffering, how to stand it forever?

“Did you see the bubble exploding from her head? You saw it, didn’t you?” OOOO said.

Colin saw it again in his mind, thanks to the creature’s words. He opened his eyes to escape from that bloody view, although the world around him contributed only to his misery. 

“Huh, did you see it? Tell me!” OOOO insisted.

He remained quiet. Noticing that the biggest building on the beach had the appearance of a huge chocolate bar on a hot summer’s day, he turned around and walked the opposite way. Behind it, growing upwards to the sky, the great pillar of light illuminated the horizon in a thin line, wandering the planet far away from shore. 

“You really are sad about things melting, aren’t you? They are just creations! We weep when Creators die, not creations, because you can always have them better than before. These people were not important, were they? No, they were just things that I made. Their death was part of their creation, and it was interesting to watch them melt, wasn’t it?” OOOO said.

It hopped by the side of Colin, searching his eyes that faced only the ground ahead of him. Seeing that his new company walked devoid of any fascination for the powers that he had, it invited him to play a game:

“Let’s do this, let’s play ‘Resistance’! You create anything, anything at all, any idea that comes to your mind, and we see how much we can make them resist in this world. You like this idea, don’t you?” it said. 

As Colin pretended not to listen to the creature, it went ahead and started the game.

“OK, I’ll begin, just to show you how it is done, and then it’s your turn, isn’t it?” OOOO said. 

It created a round object that sprouted from the soil in front of Colin, calling his attention. He stopped to watch it roll, surprised to see something moving by itself in that desolate world. The thing emerged from liquid wood and opened up in the fashion of a flower, beautiful like the rarest of Earth’s orchids. It claimed Colin’s love at first sight, it took him to a place of imaginary delights. The flower then said something loud, a desperate scream, and he heard it loud and clear, a father losing his child. Its petals stretched up and spun over themselves, tearing its fragile tissues with the violence of their contortions. It then melted down, disappearing at the same speed of its birth.

“Didn’t resist much, did it? Your turn now!” OOOO said. 

Colin clenched his teeth, struggling to keep his mouth closed tight. His jaw insisted on trembling, taking his whole body along with it. Sorrow banged at his heart with the strength of a battering ram, forcing his gates down. He cried.



∙ 7 ∙ Facing ghosts

 

 

Colin wanted a way to escape the terrible reality in which he found himself. Feeling so powerless, though, death hovered in his head with the buzzing of a fly probing a corpse. He walked on the sand, entering the mirror-like water. Each new step took him deeper, diving his body in the dark sea. When his head submerged, he breathed, and nothing entered his lungs. Intact, he could live underwater if he so desired. But his human senses captured little of the ocean's vast expanse, its slimy floor muddy and dark. 

Something touched him down there, something pressed against his body. Out of reflex, his body flinched and he pushed it back. If he were to die, he had to be sure of his attacker, and so he went back to the surface, water running down his body without making him wet. OOOO emerged with him, just a few steps behind. 

It pressed its body against Colin again, pushing him to the ground. He resisted the creature’s force, struggling to stand up.

“Get off me! What are you doing?” he said.

“I’m trying to fit in!”

“No, I don’t want it! You only make things worse to me.”

With a hard push, Colin released himself from OOOO’s touch. The creature insisted.

“Like I said, I’m not an expert in human behavior, but you cried, and I wanted to fit in! That’s what you need, isn’t it? We share a world now, so we must fit in!” it said. 

“I can only fit in with other people from Terra, not with you.”

He ran faster away from OOOO, who watched their distance increase with perplexity. It hopped closer, and then stopped, because Colin turned around and threw sand at it. It got closer again and a half-melted cell phone hit its head. Colin increased his speed, watching ahead of him, in the horizon, the World Voice's great blue pillar that understood him. 

“You shouldn’t go this way, should you? Hey, come back! Let’s go the other way. We must run from the Voice, must we not? It has power over us, Creators, too. I did it to make Mae give up of Terra, and it was surprising even to me. Amazing, isn’t it? Yes, dangerous too!”

Colin's newfound immortality allowed him to run madly, not one bit tired. At his top speed, however, he was no match for OOOO’s hopping, and it kept up with him with ease. It followed him, trying to divert their marathon elsewhere.

“Are you running to see more of my world? Because that is nice, and I want to join in! But, hey, you should wait for the World Voice to go the other way. If we go this way, it will be too strong. I can’t take it for too long, you see? Unless you want to check if you are strong enough. Then it would be interesting, wouldn’t it? Are you strong enough?”

Colin ran with the determination of a blind man, raising his chest high to invoke courage, being brave against OOOO, not the World Voice. The effect of his decisive expression, though, impressed his peer.

“I see, you’re going to face it, aren’t you? It’s going to be incredible! But ... But I can’t go along, I don’t want to melt. Can I watch from a distance? Yes, I’ll watch, and you’ll resist it, won’t you? You won't melt?” it said. 

Splotches of melted wood and concrete flew under their feet, debris falling down only to blend again in the world's soup. Leaving the beach area, they entered an avenue that continued towards the great pillar, the World Voice which became wider and wider in front of them, extending its glow to the infinitude of space where stars once sparkled. OOOO lost its constant smile. Colin ran by its side at pace. 

“You shouldn’t go there if you’re sad, should you? No, you would resist even less. You would see no reason to live. And Creators only die if they want to, you see? That’s how the Voice melts things. Why don’t you go back, then? Huh? You’ll melt, won’t you?”

As Colin didn’t reply, OOOO stopped. Advancing more would put its fragile mind under too much strain, and the World Voice had as much power over it as it had over any other Creator. It hopped over a tall building and watched Colin run towards the pillar.

 

The pillar's view struck Colin's heart, like a hammer striking at the earth. It colored the purple sky with an intense mystical blue, an O-type sun, had it existed in the world before. Alone, the only one of its kind in a desolate world, the Voice resembled Colin himself in this aspect. Each blinded by their pain, they paired together in their wish for self-destruction, guiding their paths to the same spot. 

The avenue under Colin's feet crumbled in liquid spasms, bleeding asphalt slime, concrete ooze. His running strides dug deep to propel himself without slipping. Square, round, and complex shapes floated in the great universal soup, metal, rock, glass, organics, even people's remains mingled in the mix. If at first the idea of melting disgusted him, now it gave him a promise of communion. 

“I need someone ... Please, anybody ... It’s too lonely in here ... No, I can’t live this way ...”

He tripped on a car tire and fell on his knees over the slimy asphalt. The glowing blue pillar took half the sky with its colossal size. 

“I hate my life in this hell ... Is anybody there? Answer me ...”

Colin stayed on the ground, prostrate. His brown skin shone with the light coming from the World Voice’s avatar, and his nerves lost control of his body. His failing cerebral activity kept him on his knees, a window opened to the universe's sadness.

“I have nothing ... Nobody wants me because I’m the worst of all ... How could they want me ... I have nothing good to give the world ... That’s why it’s hell in here ... I deserve it ... My life is misery, and they give me more misery ...”

When his parents called him to stay together, he mocked them. When Angeline, whom he loved, invited him to enjoy their last day, he refused her.

“Let me die now, please do ... I don’t want to be in this world ... I have nothing ... What’s the point of living in such a terrible place?”

The ground got closer to him. His shins sank in the melted asphalt, having the surrounding matter share those same miserable thoughts. A button from his gray t-shirt became liquid, flowing across the one beneath it as it dribbled down. The fabric that enveloped his chest stuck on his skin with the weight of its dejection. 

An image of Mr. Alden appeared in his mind, regrets and sadness dancing by its side. He said good-bye to Terra by working at the office, and although proud of it at the time, he wanted to be back and do it differently. 

“Will someone have mercy on me ... I feel so bad ... There is nothing to do in here ... I can only cry and cry and cry ...”

Colin twitched his head, regaining control of his muscles. He allowed that movement to signal his purpose. The end of everything. He bent his back to lean forwards and let his body fall on the ground. His head met the asphalt soup and drank from it. He breathed, or thought that he did so, and still lived. His thumb nail lost a tiny bit of keratin, which melted and became one with the world's flowing substances. 

 

Over a tall building, OOOO zoomed in with its powerful eyes to the area where Colin fell on his knees. At such a distance, still too far from sight, he saw little, unaware of his friend's whereabouts. 

It went to another roof and then climbed an even taller one, having to cross the avenue with a big jump. It stopped when struck by the World Voice's dangerous glow, its power invading its mind with thunder and depression. Compassionate, mimicking Colin's misery, powered by the words emanating from the Voice, OOOO struggled to keep up.

OOOO froze. Far away, Colin sank his head in the floor. Houses and buildings by the avenue's side slid down in muddy ruins, bringing fear to the creature, as the place it stood over would soon collapse too. It turned around itself, shaking its numerous legs under the spell of its indecision. Colin needed help.

“Hey, are you alive? Huh? You are good, aren’t you? You showed your courage, great, now come back! Won’t you get away, please?” it said, yelling and directing its mental messages at Colin.

Colin raised his head from the melted asphalt and then dropped it again, falling with violent splashes in the slime and sludge. His backpack's fabric withdrew from existence, unwilling to keep its bonds, ripping apart at the seams, digesting itself. 

“I’m so lonely ... Is anybody there? Don’t let me die alone, please ... Come talk to me ...”

OOOO threatened to jump closer, but receded once the Voice penetrated its mind and incapacitated it. A few steps further and the creature would meet the worst ghosts of its past. It went back, distracting its mind with the sight of Colin’s body fighting to raise from the slime and falling back at every attempt, slowly becoming part of the melted landscape. 

“You’re a Creator, aren’t you? Yes, yes you are, you can create things! Nothing is ever bad to you, because you can always create new things, whatever you want, can’t you? Remember this! Come back here and let’s play games! It's not boring, believe me, is it? Let’s meet other Creators! You like friends, don’t you? We can make lots of new ones! The world is filled with different Creators, and they are all interesting! You will think about it, won’t you?” OOOO said with all its might. 

Colin turned his head sideways, half immersed in the avenue. He bent his neck front and back, eyes closed. He opened his arms to embrace the melted land. Slow at every move, still far from the agonizing torture that all humans experienced when they had faced the apocalypse, he counted the minutes until his final disappearance. 

OOOO danced over the building, spinning on the frail rooftop with piercing limbs, turning its head in full circles counter to its own spin. It threatened to go Colin’s way, jumping to the neighbor’s roof.

“Everybody is gone ... Nobody loves me ... All of them want to stay away from me ... I’m so boring and annoying ...”

The creature gave up, it couldn’t save Colin. Or could it? It left the building's terrace, landing on the avenue. If it followed the path, the way would lead in a straight line to the newest of all Creator's body. He, Colin, sacred like all others. He had to be saved.

With a new smile, came a new idea. OOOO imagined a layer of rock emerging from the ground to create a tunnel reaching out to Colin’s body. It would be a kind of rock that existed in its original world, a semi-sentient being with enough capacity to interact with its surroundings. And it would be headstrong, convinced of its world view's superiority, not one bit opened to the World Voice's ideas. OOOO imagined it, and it wished for it. 

The big tunnel materialized on the avenue, locking the creature in a dark passage that isolated it from the outside. Murky, light bouncing in it by the rock's own scant self-luminescence, the shelter's shield reduced by half the power of depression. OOOO hopped through the tunnel at high speed, desperate to rescue its new colleague. 

In the middle of the way, though, the rocks gave up on the long argument they had with the World Voice, and considered it better to let it rule over the world with its loneliness. Sad as it was, it needed time to flesh out some thoughts. The tunnel melted down in waves of blobs and gushing matter. The power of the Voice’s sorrow struck OOOO full in its mind, a lightning electrifying every strand of its legs.

“I am misery in the shape of life ... I exist only to suffer ... This is not the place for me ... I want to fit in with somebody ...”

The creature stopped hopping, considering going back to save itself. Advancing against the World Voice's core meant suicide, the Voice being its creation, its child, and therefore it carried with it the truth of OOOO’s pains. 

On the other side, Colin's loneliness ate into his existence, ruining his bonds with reality, setting his atoms free to meltdown. Not a Creator's fate, no, losing a fellow Creator marked a destiny worse than OOOO's own death. 

It hopped towards Colin, creating propelling rows that gave him a special push and which melted right after use. With this aide, OOOO jumped high and ran half the missing distance towards its target.

“This is terrible ... I’m worthless ... I only think about my loneliness ... There’s nothing else to do ...”

The melted ground sucked one of OOOO’s legs and stopped its advance. As the World Voice’s creator, it had ensured that the Voice exceeded its Creator, for OOOO lusted for extreme excitement, and from the world it came, excitement meant dying. The pillar of light grew upon it, and OOOO pulled its jammed limb out with self-reassurance. 

“I am a Creator! I can do new things, can’t I? I’m not worthless, no, not at all! I like interesting things, I want to live to have more of them!” it said. 

“It’s a trap ... This is hell ... Darkness deceives me! It must speak and it is quiet ... I can’t do anything right ... Everything I do is boring ...”

OOOO hopped its way over and reached Colin, finding the man half covered in melted asphalt, his backpack gone, his pants torn, his fingernails dripping and blending with the surrounding matter. OOOO took him on three of its bent limbs and ran away as fast as it could with its free legs, speaking with him and with itself to resist the World Voice’s invasion.

“We are sacred, aren’t we? We are the makers of all that is interesting! We can create worlds, we can make living rocks, breathing galaxies, dead parrots! Without us, it makes no sense, does it?”

Colin, laid in its arms, opened his eyes. He offered a lifeless glance to his rescuer, as if nothing could convince him to let go of melting. OOOO hopped and took them both in great strides back from where they came. He had to take Colin to a place where he would find hope again. 



∙ 8 ∙ Housewife

 

 

From the little that OOOO knew about the human mind, it considered Colin’s old house the best place to take him. There, he would find enough memories to regain hope and get back to life. Going the opposite way from the World Voice, they followed the same avenue from which they came. 

The landscape had changed already. Where houses raised above ground with integrity and populated the view, round gray mounds now swallowed the last walls, windows, and trees. Lampposts and their wires melted in spidery webs, many sinking in the ground slime faster than others. Tires and engine parts floated in the middle of the asphalt, the stronger remains of the once abundant cars. 

Colin’s house stood in a decrepit state, worse than OOOO remembered it. The front door swam in the mud that had become the porch, the roof disappeared, the brick edges at the top became big drops flowing down to join in the great mass of undifferentiated matter. As they entered it, they found a part of the second floor had ceded and its floor blended with the living room’s sofa and cupboard. The kitchenware mixed with the adjourning walls and became a room decorated by blocks of gray. 

“Life is hell ... The torment is too big and I want to disappear ... Take me out of this, please ...”

But OOOO remembered the house, being a creature of photomenic memory, a kind of memory specific from creatures of its original world. It had in its mind a precise interdimensional picture of the place prior to their new arrival. It wished to have it back, and so it materialized at once in front of them. The roof went back to covering half the house, the walls became firm again, the furniture lacked only what hadn’t existed when they first got there. 

Colin guided OOOO with his eyes, riding in the creature’s lap towards his old bedroom. The environment preserved its old-time familiarity, the bed neat, just like he left it before going to work, his papers all organized over his computer table, and his wardrobe still had the crooked door that left a gap between it and the other. OOOO placed him on the floor, as Colin’s eyes roamed everywhere in the room and stopped guiding his driver, but the creature then remembered that humans used beds, so it took him back and gently placed his body on the mattress. 

“You can talk now, can’t you?” it said. 

“I can ...” Colin said, laying down with closed eyes.

“You were melting, did you know that?”

“I wanted to. This is a hell of a world. Why should I want to live here?”

“Because it’s so interesting! Or maybe ... maybe I have not created something original. Did you already know a world like this?” OOOO spun its head once, appalled at the possibility.

“Of course not. How could anyone guess that such a place was even possible? It's worse than hell, because at least in hell you'd find other people around. If I can't have Terra back, what's the point of living? I've got nothing here for me.”

“Everything is for you, actually. You are not human anymore, you see?”

“That’s a lie. Nothing changed in me, and I was just about to die if you had left me there. You say that I have powers, but even if I create something, it melts right after.”

“Haha, it’s so funny, isn’t it? You have to keep trying. My world is not compatible with Terra’s building blocks, so they blow away when they try to come here. You just have to think of substances that are compatible with my blocks.”

“So, you know how to create long-lasting things in here?”

“I can’t, can I? Not yet! It’s hard even for me. But don’t lose hope! Solving challenges is the greatest thing for Creators, isn’t it?”

Colin closed his mouth and turned his head up to the ceiling. He moved his arms and covered himself with the blanket. His nails half gone, evidence of the unrelenting torture he'd gone through, he wished to have them back, and they materialized brand new. They blended perfectly with the remaining parts.

“Alright. If we've got nothing to do, then could you make me some chicken soup, please?” he said.

“You don’t need food, do you? Immortal, you. Oh, I see! Yes, yes, I can do it! I’ll do anything to make you better!” OOOO ran downstairs to the kitchen. 

Colin checked his pocket and grabbed the photo he had taken with him after the first visit to his house. The portrait of he and his parents, nearly unrecognizable, now tinged with gray and melted in half. He tried to remember it and he wished to have it back. It materialized, their faces still lacking something. His memory suffered from imprecision, his images too wide to create a perfect reconstitution of their physiognomy. It showed what he thought defined those people, though, and the look in his parents' images greeted him with kindness.

 

Immortal, Creator, bearer of unimaginable powers, Colin stared at his computer. His old machine sparked his interest in the world again, energizing his mind. He had spent most of his life in front of it, storing a big portion of his memories in that hard drive, it being the equipment that allowed him to exert his potential. Without power, though, it served as mere decoration, an empty shell. The smallest melting in one of its parts would erase years of valuable data. 

He opened the table’s drawer. A folded piece of thick paper lay on top of a pile of blank pages. A card he prepared for Angeline’s birthday last year. He had written her name with calligraphic prowess, copying a font he saw on the Internet, but it lacked alignment with the other elements and the arabesques he drew looked silly and out of place. The card remained in the drawer, a badge of shame, and on her birthday that year, he gave her a hug that gifted them both with the tenderness of complicity.

He adored being in love. Alone in his bedroom, reenacting so many of his hours spent there by the window, the Voice still reminded him of his miserable existence. 

“I am the least valuable being in the world,” it said, and Colin sympathized with it, because he also felt that way. 

Angeline’s card, though, reminded him that some people enjoyed his presence even to the point of loving him.

The first time Angeline spoke to him freely, he had just returned from Mr. Alden's room, scolded for missing a deadline. She placed a hand on his shoulder, facing his head until he found the courage to look at her. She said nobody would die because of a missing deadline, therefore he shouldn't feel bad. He smiled in relief, warmth invading his body from her touch, and they talked about a few situations in which they once put their lives at risk. They grew fonder of each other, passion planting its seed in their hearts.

Terra, what a great place! He remembered when his family took him to the beaches on the north of the State, a place of tranquility and undervalued beauty where he swam for the first time to an island far from shore, floating with the help of a foam box. The islet had a small beach that in the end proved underwhelming, but its exclusivity made him feel the joys of an explorer finding the world's hidden treasures, and the world had plenty of them. 

The ground shook, making his feet tremble. Something fell on the top floor, in silence, for the lack of air. A concrete bulge deformed the ceiling, a pimple inflaming the surface. Melted matter dropped from it, falling in the bedroom then penetrating the floor. The outside world respected no boundaries. It invaded everything. 

 

OOOO showed up at the bedroom’s door in absolute silence, its only noises coming from its voice. The straps around its neck had a new color in them, wet dark, painted with spilled liquid. It smiled, walking carefully, disentangling its numerous legs to make sure none tripped over the other.

“I hate stairs!” it said. 

At first sight, the creature’s presence scared Colin, so immersed in nostalgia that he forgot for a minute his old world's sad fate. He laughed, though. OOOO had troubled itself to carry a bowl, balancing it between three limbs, filled with an orange broth and small pieces of chicken. Judging from the looks of it, the food promised a great delight. 

“Now you go rest some more while your friend here takes care of the house, ok? I can be a good housewife, can’t I?”

“You don’t have to do it. I'm feeling better already, things are starting to make sense,” Colin said.

“Of course you’re better! Don’t you like it here? Yes, it’s melting, the house will collapse later, but it’s just like home, isn’t it? And you liked your old home very much, didn’t you?”

“I liked it a lot. We humans are full of memories you know? Maybe it's not the same in your species. I look at all this stuff, and I want to get back to it, I want to live it again. New experiences are fine, yeah, but not when you lost everything. Can you understand?  I don’t think I can live without it.”

“To be honest, I believe you can and you should. You’re capable of much more than you think, aren’t you? Why lock yourself in as a creation when you can be the Creator? Now lay down and get your food. It will soothe you, won’t it? It will make you want to keep living, right?” OOOO said. 

Colin got on the bed, taking the chicken soup with him. It didn’t smell of anything, and the first spoon in his mouth tasted of nothing. He thought about the flavor he wanted to try, he imagined it, and then he wished for it. A faint scent of salty broth saluted his tongue, and he dipped the spoon again to have more of it. In that world, he could savor things only if they got adapted to his Terran sensibilities. 

“It’s very good, OOOO. You prepared a nice soup,” he said. 

“Wonderful, isn’t it? I’m glad that you found out how to feel it. See, it’s amazing to be a Creator, isn’t it?”

“Maybe ...”

“I’ll make you some dessert, is that alright with you? Life is great! You can do a lot to make our life more interesting, so you must not melt, ok? You won’t melt, will you?” OOOO said. 

“I guess not, but—”

“No buts! Just eat it in your bedroom and wait, because I’ll bring you some good sweet stuff. You like it, don’t you? I remember how it was, I was in Terra with Mae, you'll see!”

Colin ate everything for the mere ritual of it. The window next to his bed melted partially and lost its glass. Transparent silicon flowed down the walls and waited for the rest of the house’s melting. The taste in his mouth faded, saying farewell without any chance to celebrate its return. He wanted more of it, more of Terra. There had to be a way of getting it back, and OOOO had the answers. 

On the lower stair steps, Colin peeked through the railing. OOOO stood in front of the stove, knocking its legs over the grates like a drummer. It then knocked the pan that lay over the gas burner onto the floor, and struggled to pick it up. Unable to do so, it hit it several times until its circumference became square. It tried to take a dish from the cupboard and it fell on the counter, breaking into a thousand pieces. OOOO tried again, balancing a new dish until it touched the floor. OOOO threw the broken plate pieces in the new one and spilled it in the squared shape. It jumped over it, and then spun around the objects. It took the shape of a rain dance, instead of a cooking ritual.

The dishes melted over the metallic pan beneath them. OOOO stared at it with a small mouth, sad to see the failure of whatever it tried to do. It raised three of its legs and stared at a point in their middle. A fancy white tray materialized in front of it with a round pudding on top. The creature walked carefully, an equilibrist performing its act, shaking the dessert to the point of nearly tumbling with it.

As it met Colin on the stairs, he dropped the pudding to the ground in surprise, spoiling the special care OOOO wanted to offer its friend. 

“No, no, I was going to take something good to you. You came down early! That means you’re happy now, aren’t you? Ready to keep living?” it said.

“I am. But I need answers first.”

The stair steps behind Colin collapsed, isolating the second floor from their reach. Unless, of course, any of them decided to recreate it and wait for the next time it would meltdown. He had many doubts, though, and his old house meant nothing if he couldn’t take it to old Terra.

“Why did you save me?” Colin asked.

“I can’t let a Creator disappear. No, that would be a disaster, wouldn’t it? You can do a lot to make our existences more interesting!” OOOO said.

“You showed no mercy with the people that lived in the old world. They were creators too, you know? Each human had a potential to do incredible things, and they all died because of you!”

“If you think they could do interesting things, that’s because you’re still new in here. Could any of them create a world like this one?”

“Yes, they could, in works of art!”

“That’s interesting, I admit it, but we are those who crafted creatures who can create other things, aren’t we? So, if that’s grand, what we do is huge!”

“It doesn’t matter! Every creator that dies is a tragedy, isn’t that what you say? Humankind’s disappearance is a tragedy worse than my possible death.”

“Humankind’s disappearance? Haha, your kind is far from gone! There were, and there will always be many, many worlds crafted by, and for humans. You are one of them now, aren't you? Terra was just a hypothesis, a work of art on its own, wasn’t it?”

“It was the home to countless living forms. And yes, it was a work of art. So why did it have to end?” Colin said.

“Because if it’s not destroyed, we can’t ever create any new world. And we Creators want to create new worlds, don’t we?”

“You’re telling me you can’t have two different worlds existing at the same time?”

“That’s right, isn’t it? I’m the dominant Creator right now, and all others have to live in my creation, until some other Creator finds a way to overcome me, or when everybody gets bored and we just let anyone take over. Interesting, isn’t it?” OOOO said.

“Are we all fighting for dominance then?”

“Sort of, but nobody dies, so it’s just a big game. What to do when we are all immortals and have nothing to win or lose from anything? We entertain ourselves with creativity, don’t we?”

“I see.” Colin said, finding a strange joy at being awarded the rare gift of immortality, the newest member to the exclusive club. “You have to explain the rules to me, though, because I still don’t understand it. Why do other Creators respect you?”

“Respect me? What do you mean?” OOOO said.

“Yes, why don’t I see others trying to destroy your world right now?”

“Maybe they are trying, who knows? Or maybe they are just having fun with my idea! There’s so much we can do in different worlds, isn’t there? It’s not all about destruction.”

“But if I wanted to destroy this terrible world of yours, would I be able to do it?”

“You could try and it would be interesting to keep up with it! I’m curious to see what you can think of, I really am, and it will be fun, won't it? It’s not easy, though, is it? Just try it.”

“I did and things always meltdown.”

“It happens, don’t worry. Atoms and light are the components of only a few worlds. Most others use totally different concepts. Mine uses emotional matter, for example, and that’s why your Terran ideas melt when they meet the components in here.”

“So, if I think of, say ... happy matter, whatever that is, instead of the regular indifferent one, can I beat your world?”

“Haha, now you’re talking! You probably won’t be able to do it, will you? Yes, because the World Voice is so intricate that even I can’t deal with it.”

“And if other Creators aren’t the dominant ones, what do they do?”

“You should look for them and see for yourself, shouldn’t you? There are marvelous Creators out there!”

“Including Terra’s Creator?” Colin said.

“Including Terra’s Cr ... well, that’s a different case.”

“Why so?”

“Because we may have a really hard time finding her,” OOOO said, lowering its mouth along its gaze, its teeth together, expressing guilt by joining all its legs together.

 



∙ 9 ∙ Out of the city

 

 

The house crumbled faster than any other they had seen thus far. Roof-made rain fell down through the ceiling, corroding the pillars while penetrating the floor and walls. Melted slime soaked Colin, covering him in dejected matter that kept filling the ground like a river, unwilling to form new bonds. Still clean despite the bathing, he stepped out of the mud and got back to the avenue with OOOO. 

“Oh ... Should we rebuild the house?” the creature asked.

“No, let it go. I can only have it again when I have my world back,” Colin said. “What did you do to Terra’s Creator?”

“OK, wait, her name is Mae, so that you know. And I want to understand what you mean by that, don't I? Yes, because I did many things with her! She and I are good friends, aren't we? But maybe you're talking about how I made her give up of Terra with the World Voice?” it said, bobbing its head.

“You released a monster over her. Is it what friends do in this Creator's realm? That doesn't sound friendly to me, you know, not at all, so I hope you see why I'm having trouble trusting you. You know how terrible your creature is, don't you? This thing melts everything, even you! Mae might have died!”

“That’s a possibility, yes, isn’t it? And it’s bad, I know, very bad. But ... But I knew her, didn’t I? And I think she’s fine.”

“Have you seen her after the world’s end, by any chance? Or are you talking out of your mouth?”

“No, I didn't see her yet. However, she is the kind of Creator that's good at resisting sorrow, so I’m sure she found a good place to take care of her new projects, you see?” OOOO said.

“Then I want to find her. I could never hope to create Terra again by myself, and even if I did, it wouldn’t come from the original mind. I need to meet Mae and ask her to bring my world back, to let me live again with the people I love,” Colin said.

“You know you can just recreate these people yourself, don’t you?”

“Like you did at the beach? And watch them melt right after? It’s ... it’s not the same, no—”

“In fact, it is pretty much the same, isn’t it? You know what you want, and it’s only a matter of materializing it. Would that make you feel better?”

“Not at all. I don't want melted people, and besides, it's not only the people. It's the whole life that I had with them. All of it! Can I wish and materialize it?”

“It’s a good try! It’s all probably going to melt, though, isn't it? That's the funny thing about this world, you see, it has the World Voice, and it's mighty depressing, isn't it?”

Colin walked away from OOOO, turning his back on it. He followed the avenue until the edge of the city, where ruins no longer appeared, where bare hills marked the entrance to the countryside, going the opposite way from the colossal glowing pillar of light. OOOO followed him in silence, curious to see its new friend in action, in a constant state of expectation. 

As they roamed farther and farther from the city's wreckage, the land became monochromatic. Trees melted first, followed by any other form of vegetable life. A grayish slime covered hills and valleys, flowing towards crevices, filling the earth's pores with sad matter. 

“You’re walking nowhere, aren’t you?” OOOO asked, unable to hold itself longer.

“You said we could find other Creators around, so I'm looking for anybody. I’m trying to find Mae.” Colin stepped hard on the soft ground.

“Do you know where she lives?”

“I have no idea. Maybe if I find someone, they can help me, and if I can help them back with something, I don't know, I'll do my best. You’ll help me too, won’t you? You said you were her friend.”

“Sure thing, I can help you, can’t I? The thing is, she used to live in what you called New York. And it’s very far from here, you see?”

“I see. That’s not good, unless we could travel by airplane.” Colin looked down, putting a finger on his mouth, thinking of how well he knew airplanes to attempt creating one. “At least we are in the same continent, so if we have to go walking, it won't take that long. Is there anything we can do to get there faster? Would an airplane work?”

“A creation? First, does it fly in a vacuum? Second, can you think of space-warping creations? Third, would you mind falling down after it melts in space?”

“If we could avoid that, I'd be more thankful.”

“Well then, if falling doesn't please you, we can find a liquid-space Creator, can’t we? It can give us a ride instantly!”

“OK, that sounds like a plan, a good one, somebody with experience helping us out. And do you happen to have any idea of where can we find this ... this liquid-space Creator?”

“Can you craft a Creator detector in this world?”

“No.”

“Neither can I, I guess. So, we just have to look for one, don’t we? Don't worry, they're not rare. Most worlds aren't physical like yours or mine, are they? They're stranger,” OOOO said with a big smile. 

 

Walking posed no stress to Colin's immortal joints, his only burden that of standing intact while the world's landmarks disappeared one by one, mountains, buildings, roads, everything. Without a sun, even north and south became meaningless directions. Without signaling, what little remained of roads and highways served no purpose. Going to old New York would take forever. 

“It's hard to think of friendship with alien creatures, you know. And if Mae is human, and if she spent time with you, then, well, that's something to think about. Tell me, how did you meet her?” Colin asked, kicking the mud under his feet with the calmness of a slow walker.

“The same way I met you! By chance, wasn’t it? Creators are many in the realm of existence, and it's not hard to find others. It's also easy to become friends when you're immortal, isn't it?” OOOO said.

“I hope so. The more I wait, the more I forget about my old life, about the people I knew, about how good everything was. It's lonely to forget, you know? And even though living here is terrible, I'm confused. I’m never hungry or tired anymore, like you said I wouldn’t be. Besides, I'm not afraid. When I come to think of it, it's quite comforting.”

“The life of a Creator is amazing, isn’t it?”

“Maybe, but I don’t want to forget. I still had so much to do back there, so many things I didn't do out of fear. It all looks so silly to me now, and yet, if I got back, I'm not sure I'd act another way. I don’t trust my feelings anymore, that's the thing. They tell me I should focus on now and enjoy my stay, but that’s wrong. That’s the same as saying that I’m ok with mass murder.”

“They were just creations, weren’t they? That’s not mass murder. That’s like tearing a piece of paper to try another one, isn't it?”

“No, that’s still wrong. They were living beings like me. If letting me die is bad, killing them is equally bad.”

On the top of the hill they had just reached, OOOO laid itself on the floor, its legs spread sideways. It studied the toboggan run ahead and rolled down. The spin of its body threw melted matter in the vacuum of space above, a vortex of mud propelled by amusement in its simplest form. 

OOOO fell in a thick pool of ooze, from which the creature raised intact, waiting for Colin’s arrival. To its surprise, the human came right behind, rolling at high speed, and then tumbling madly. Were Colin still mortal, he’d break many of his bones with the fall. 

OOOO hopped out of the mud pool, carrying his friend with one bent member. They walked on, at peace with their mutual need for distractions in their immortality.

“Mae and I used to live in an apartment together, did you know that?” OOOO said.

“Of course I didn’t. Could people see you, then? I mean, if you could rent an apartment—” Colin said.

“No, in Terra we couldn’t interact directly with creations, we were in separate dimensions. But we could watch them and create other things that affected their world, couldn’t we? Yes, and that’s what we did!”

“Hm, I guess that explains a lot. You were the gods surrounding us, the real ones. And yet, there you were, living in a city, all around us. Why did you choose an apartment? It makes no sense for a god to do so.”

“Oh, Mae was fascinated by the architecture in your world! Humans from other worlds don’t always build things, you know that? Sometimes there are no predators, sometimes they live in utopias, which are the most boring worlds of all, sometimes they fear their own intelligence and sometimes they simply enjoy dying. But in Terra, Mae created an interesting balance between need and creativity that amazed us all at first, didn't she?”

“Yes, it was a very good balance, I agree wholeheartedly! See, we were very creative, we should never have perished the way we did. I can't speak for myself, because I know I didn't count for much, but I knew some amazing people that—”

“Yeah, yeah, do you want to know what Mae liked to do more than anything, by the way?” OOOO said, ignoring Colin’s never-ending resentment. 

“Please!”

“Preaching at her cults!” It widened its big eyes, waiting for Colin’s admission of the awesomeness of that.

“No wonder. Was she the one people in the West used to call God, by chance? That would make perfect sense, so I'm not surprised. We had a Creator behind our backs, in the end.” 

“Not exactly, was it? That God you speak about was a myriad of other Creators, all having fun at their turns. Mae had a very small cult, very restricted to bank cleaners, you see?”

“Bank cleaners? Only them?” Colin clenched his eyelids, suspicious of the idea.

“Exclusively them! She sent messages to a guy that spoke to others about the correct alignment of desk papers in the healing of illness, didn't she? Yes, banks were their temples, and each room needed to have piles of papers oriented in certain ways, and if all was correctly positioned, they could heal anybody who held a broom and wore a cap in a particular place,” OOOO said.

Colin laughed, “I'm sorry, I can't believe it, that's too silly to be legit. You seemed so blunt and honest until now that I forgot you could lie to me as well. Is this part of the Creator's act, you know, coming up with stories? Yes, of course it is, Creators create, right, why am I asking—”

“We are Creators. We don’t lie, do we? I'm not making this up. It was a very small cult, and it was kept secret, wasn't it? You'd only hear about it if you were a bank cleaner who accepted the one set of essential truths.”

“Which were ...?”

“I have no idea. It didn’t interest me so much, and Mae herself got bored by it later, didn't she? She then became more fascinated by the negation of things, you see?”

“Hard to imagine it. We had so much to do in that planet, not to talk about the universe itself, that I can't see anybody getting bored with Terra.”

“And yet they did, didn’t they? Even creations themselves died of boredom. We always tried to push you guys around and see how you would react to certain things, but in the end, it became repetitive, didn't it?”

“That’s not right. We were still plugging everything into the Internet, we finally had electric cars becoming popular, we had the first real successes in reusable space flight, and even artificial intelligence was advancing at a good pace! The future was bright, and how can that be boring?”

“Well, it was uninteresting enough that Mae herself thought about the giving up of your precious Terra, wasn’t it?”

“I disagree, I'm sorry, I do. I think you are all wrong, you and the rest of your Creators, if that's what you really think.” Colin shook his head with vehemence. “I can't speak for Mae, but if she's my Creator, and if she saw my world the way I did, I think I need to hear her first before believing in you.”

“We are in the same boat, fellow Creator! And I loved your original world, didn’t I tell you that? In fact, I tried to make it more interesting before deciding to take it from Mae,” OOOO said. 

“You? Out of all Creators, the destroyer of Terra, wanted to save it?”

“Not save it. Just make it more interesting! To me and all the others, you see? Whenever you had a small, backwater country doing new weapons tests, that was me! Whenever you had a holy person expressing joy with the killing of others, that was me! And I was also the one pushing the people angry at those holy people against their sects. Why, do you ask me?”

“Yes, why? Were you the devil?”

“Ah, sometimes! But I don’t like all that evil versus good mythology that you were so fond of, do I? No, it was interesting to a point, but then it became too repetitive and predictable. I did it all to raise the stakes! To sow conflict, right?”

“Right. We never had a chance, then.”

“At what?”

“At peace.”

“You had, of course, because peace can be interesting too, can’t it? Most worlds know no war or predation, if you want to know. I just paid attention to what you seemed to care about and pushed things to go one way or another, you see? It was like painting with the materials at my disposal, wasn’t it?”

“And did it help? I mean, did you make the world more interesting to Mae ... to our creator?”

“Sort of. She laughed at what I did, didn’t she? And she tried to come up with new cults. In the end, though, she was tired of history repeating itself in Terra, and knew that humans in that world would be all dead in just a few decades by their own doing anyway—” OOOO said.

“Wait, wait, wait. What are you talking about? Is it war or something, or did she have a scheduled apocalypse of some sort for us? Because if you're talking about war, I don’t think that would be possible, because the world headed towards union more than ever.”

“Ha, you all walked on a mine field, didn’t you? I don’t think you understand the danger you were in.”

“That’s not true! There were dangers, of course, but we would overcome any challenge ahead of us, I’m sure we would. Besides, if the end was so imminent, why didn’t you wait until we all died by ourselves instead of killing us all? Wouldn’t you have fun watching us disappear?”

“What’s the fun of watching something you already know the end of? I want surprises, don’t I?”

“We would surprise you!”

“No, you wouldn’t. A liquid-time Creator told me how Terra would end, and that was exactly like I saw it. So, it became boring, didn’t it?”

“Oh, yeah? Then how was it going to end?”

“You can guess it, can’t you? Just give it a shot!” OOOO said.

“Nuclear attacks?”

“No.”

“Some sort of new disease?”

“No.”

“Hm. Weather change? I don’t think it could kill every human, but sometimes it seemed a pretty apocalyptic event at the time, with all the talk about life extinction and all that.”

“You got that right. And yes, everybody would die eventually, wouldn’t they? See, it was so predictable that even you could see that.”

“That’s open to debate!”

“I don’t see how, do I? Your world is already gone!”

“And we’ll never know if you were right or not, unless we have Terra back.”

“If you have your world back and you don’t change it in any way, then your fate will be nearly the same, won’t it?”

“Let’s see ... We can only find it out when we get someone who can help me to reinstate Terra. Right? We wouldn't let the world end by our doing. I'll show you how wrong you are.”

“Are you really going to have it just the way it was?” OOOO asked, as they walked on deserted land, round hills taking over the horizon.

“Of course! All life in there must have a second chance. And you have to learn to respect your creations. They are more than a mere piece of paper,” Colin said.

“People are more interesting than lifeless materials, of course, but only if you are a human yourself, you see?”

“Well, I don't see the point of this argument. I'm talking about life, and yes, I know certain things are only important to me because I'm human, just like others matter more to other animals. And I want to help them too, I want all lifeforms back. That fixes things for everybody, right? Are there, by any chance, Creators that are not living beings like me?”

“There are, aren't there? We should look for KIII, you’ll love it! It’s a mountain who’s a Creator! Amazing, isn’t it? It doesn’t have a name on its own, so I gave it one, KIII, and it’s quite an unusual one. We have Creators made of light, others made of void, others who express no will at all. To them, humans are really boring, you see?”

“OK, then show me these other Creators. And help me find one that can take me to New York instantly, like you said.”

“We’re looking for them, aren’t we? What’s the rush? We will find them. As long as we keep looking, you don’t wish to meltdown, do you?” OOOO approached Colin with its fast legs, enclosing him. 

“I don’t want to disappear. Not right now. That Voice, that thing you created? It makes me feel bad. I don’t want to get near it again.”

“Me neither! It’s too powerful, isn’t it?”

“Too much, yes. Did you really have to create such a monster to remove Mae’s world?”

“The World Voice was just a little push, you see? She was already bored with Terra, but didn’t want to see it go. And we can only become the dominant Creator if the former one decides to abdicate, so I had to convince her to let go of it, didn't I? And to do so, what did I do?”

“You made her feel miserable and alone, worthless of any attention. You made her want to disappear, to leave that awful world. I know how it feels. Couldn’t she resist it, though? If you were her friend, she should have known what you would do.”

“That wasn’t important, wasn’t it? If she became so affected by the World Voice, it was because the Voice spoke the truth, somehow.”

“It ... it did. But to her too?”

“Creators are sensitive beings, aren’t they? Well, usually we are.”

“That’s the opposite of what I always thought a bunch of immortals would be like,” Colin said.

“Interesting! How did you think we would be?” OOOO asked.

“Either fighting all the time or indifferent to everything.”

“Fighting? What for? We will never die! We don’t need things, do we?”

“I know, but that would be the case if there were mortals around, I thought.”

“Maybe, just for fun. And indifferent? Yes, that could happen, couldn’t it? That’s why we create!”

“You create because you have nothing else to do. Is that it?”

“Yes!”

“And you get bored when the world doesn’t suit your expectations?”

“No! It’s only when it brings us nothing new.”

“I don’t think I could ever get tired of Terra.”

“That’s because so far that’s the only world you know of, isn’t it?”

“I see your world too. And I’m not impressed ...” Colin said.

“You are not? But it’s a World Voice! Look at how majestic it is! Please, you must see the whole picture, it’s a world inhabited by just one living being, a human mind trapped in an incorporeal existence! That’s so funny, isn’t it? You have to admit that, come on, please!” OOOO pulled Colin by the arm to make him look at the glowing pillar of light, far away on the horizon. 

Colin looked, laughing at OOOO’s frustration with his distaste for its creation. Over the ruins of a public square on a small hill, a light shone with the pretense of a small sun. It hit Colin with intensity, confusing him. A light, something banal, so abundant in old Terra, still working after so much destruction! Whatever lay behind it, he had to see for himself. 

Colin calmly pushed OOOO to the side, keeping his eyes fixed in the distance, and ran towards the small point of light that lured him in the middle of a half-melted park. 



∙ 10 ∙ Some company to pass the time

 

 

A light like no other he had ever seen. Its emitted rays reached Colin’s retina and gave him the impression of looking at pure energy. A small point kept small no matter how close he got to it, changing its rays' geometry and nothing else. They danced around its emitter, bending in waves and ripples, the surface of a gas giant replicated on a tiny scale. 

The light shone in a flat plateau by the side of half melted park benches and a theater. It diminished as Colin approached it, keeping the same absolute size constantly. Larger shapes grew behind it, the first clues of his increasing proximity to its source.

“Your search is over now, isn’t it?” OOOO said.

“Did you see Mae in there?” Colin said, touching the creature’s tissues around the neck as if patting on a friend’s shoulder.

“Not Mae, but something equally interesting!”

Dark silhouettes made a circle in the light emitter's company. Three different figures of a nature Colin couldn’t identify stood together, all fixed in place, moving their upper parts. The shining light adopted the size of a human head, and then of an eye, the closer Colin got from it. 

“It’s finally here, my dears! OOOO, hello there!” a new voice said.

“We had to start without you, and of course you don’t mind,” another one said.

“I don’t mind at all, do I? I had interesting times so far!” OOOO said.

“Do you want to play now or later? And who’s this one with you? I don’t remember meeting him before.”

“This is our newest Creator! He is the offspring of Terra!”

“My name is Colin—”

“Oh, I don’t like names, and none of us here have them. But I like you! Welcome to life, and come play with us,” one of the others said. 

Colin began to identify them by their immediate characteristics, a group with such clear distinctions among themselves that having names wouldn't in fact matter much. The light he had seen from far away represented a small shining point in the body of a slender creature which had four thin tubes falling from its round and soft bulk. Its body had the crackled skin of an elephant, its head taken by the point of light. It hovered above the ground, using the side tubes to drive it in all directions,  

“Actually, I do have a charming name,” the light Creator said. “You can call me --J--”

“J?” Colin asked.

“Not quite. It’s --J--. You need to wait sweetly before and after saying it. Nothingness is part of everything to me.”

Only one of them didn’t talk to the newcomers, a bulky, cubic Creator, whose only details looked like bas-relief on a big marble block. The pictures sculpted on its six faces shifted from reflective red to opaque dark, its shapes changing all the time, imprecise to human eyes. It had a voice and manipulated objects, though, as Colin soon found out:

“You’d better not talk to --J-- at all then, human, don’t you agree? Give it some nothingness,” it said.

“No, I’m grateful to it. If it weren’t for its light, I wouldn’t have found you guys,” he said.

“You’re a Creator with eyes, as I understand. Do you know what --J-- used that light for, back in its world?”

“To see better in dark places?”

“Interesting, isn’t it?” OOOO said.

“Not at all. Tell him, --J--, amaze him!” the blocky Creator said.

“I came from a world that had lovely, savory humans. I used to breathe their bodies and marry them.”

Colin stepped closer to OOOO. A puddle of melted matter rested in the middle of their circle. One other Creator watched the conversation, waiting for a chance to participate in it. Its body comprised a dense cloud of dust, shaped in the form of a snake with five holes in its belly. Those holes spun fluidly, making Colin look at them, feeling like they were looking back at him. 

“These words mean not what he believes they mean,” the dust snake said. 

“Ha, they don’t, do they? When --J-- says marry, it means to collect,” OOOO said.

“And when it says breathe, it means admiring,” the blocky one said. 

“It did it all through the light?” Colin asked.

“Yes, my dear. This was a powerful tool back there. In here, it’s just a light,” --J-- said. 

“Whose turn is it now? Colin, do you want to join us?” the dust snake said.

“Join you? In what, exactly?” he said.

“In a match of ‘Survivor’!” the Creators cried in unison. 

 

The melted substance in their midst made sense after Colin heard of what they played. He stepped closer to OOOO, hiding behind its legs as the Creators faced him and expected an answer. As weird as OOOO was, at least it had two eyes and a human-like head. 

“Is it that game where you create things to see what takes longer to die in here?” he asked.

“Oh, our dear OOOO is showing you around, how very nice! That’s the beautiful game, yes,” --J-- said. 

“Show us what you can do, I pray. So far, we’re all losing. This is a tough world,” the dust snake said.

“A big challenge, isn’t it? Don’t you guys like it?” OOOO asked.

“We do, heh,” the blocky Creator said. 

Memories abounded in Colin’s mind, taking him on a tour of his last days. Melting people, melting objects, body parts exploding and people he was close to suffocating and bleeding with rashes all over their skin. The world became a toxic place, haunted by a creature that made everything give up their energy.

“I hate the idea of this game. I’m sorry, I won’t play it, and I think you shouldn’t do it either,” Colin said.

“You are forbidden to order us around!” the dust snake said. “This is one game to enjoy ourselves.”

“Don’t you have other games by any chance? Anything that doesn’t involve killing things?” he said. 

“We do, but we want to play flowery ‘Survivor’ now. We’re in a hard, dangerous world, and it’s entertaining to try to crack its mysterious essence,” --J-- said. 

“He’s a difficult one, isn’t he? A nice fellow, though. Just wait and he’ll create, let’s give him some time, right?” OOOO said.

“Then you can go first, OOOO,” the dust snake said.

“But I’m the last one to arrive, am I not? You go first and I’ll go last,” it said. 

The dust snake Creator boiled, condensing its opaque particles in an intricate pattern of spinning, interconnected wheels, a chain made of blades. Its body powder then fell down and spread on the ground, with a big hole in the middle. In front of it, in the center of their circle, something materialized.

An empty cylinder in the shape of a tin can, endowed with a color Colin's human eyes couldn’t perceive. Its surface blinked in colored static to him. Around it, a belt of stars with rounded tips spun in waves, making the cylindrical body dance on the melting floor according to their rhythm. They matched their timing and performed a simultaneous spin, making the little creation hop in the air. From inside its empty cavity, a starry disk grew at great speed, penetrating the cylinder walls, crossing them in ghost-like fashion. The belt spun again, taking it higher up, but it then fell off from the creature’s body and took the entire creation along with it, melting on the ground in quick spasms of dust. 

“Too fragile,” the blocky Creator said.

“Did you base it on something from your world?” Colin wanted to know, unable to hide his fascination with the exotic living being which had just expired in front of him.

“Some of it. I hoped to add some of the things I learned with others. Still not enough,” the dust snake said.

“Let me try now,” --J-- said. 

The Creator turned its light towards the World Voice’s pillar. It raised the tubes of its limbs all the way up, becoming a spiky shape, a compass rose. It fell down, and when it did so, something new materialized in the circle of creations. 

The ground bubbled, spilling melted matter all around. The small pieces of half dissociated Terran objects faded while flying in vacuum, falling down with the consistency of tiny black holes, sucking the surface around it until their holes became so large as to bury them. 

In a violent gush, a sculpture of glass and light came jumping from the ground, higher than Colin, scarier than any of the creatures around. It screeched acutely, crushing through their minds, a screw with hair in its tip and a big mouth in the middle of its body, from where a flickering light shone behind layers of its surface. 

As it cried, the hole of its mouth dilated, melting down with the rest of its structure. Once on the melted floor, a new giant screw, cloned from the other, erupted from the orifice left opened, only to repeat the same fate, continuously. 

It resisted more than any other creation, and they watched the suffering creature’s fate with intense curiosity. It repeated its death and resurrection long enough to make OOOO bored and allow it to remember an important fact.

“We found our liquid-space Creator, didn’t we?” it said, touching Colin with one of its legs.

“We did? Who is it?” Colin asked.

“I am,” said the blocky Creator. 

The blocky Creator had ridges on the surface of its cubic body that changed position at snail’s pace. They all converged to one of its faces’ center, where an intricate bas-relief adorned the area around an elongated pyramid that twinkled in place, moving its base at such an imprecise speed that one couldn’t tell whether it hovered or just slid over the stone. That Creator's shifting shapes made little sense in Colin’s head, and he smiled at the realization of that strange talent.

“Please, could you take me to New York?” he asked.

“Terra’s New York? That’s gone forever. I only move through space, not through time or world barriers,” the blocky one said.

“That’s what I want! I need to get to the ruins of the current city, but I have to do it fast.”

“What is there to find in that place? Stay here with us instead.”

“I want to find Mae. She will help me getting my world back,” Colin said.

“He’s a prisoner of the past, isn’t he?” OOOO said.

“He looks so. Curious to see what Mae would say to that, hehe,” the blocky Creator said.

“So, you’ll help me?” Colin said.

“Snappy Mae is not in New York anymore, my dear,” --J-- said. “She likes to change places all the time, and in the past few great worlds she changed her mind all too often. I’m afraid that’s a difficult tendency she hasn’t abandoned yet.”

“I’m sure she was fond of Terra. She was its mother! Don’t you think she would like to have it back too?”

“When you bear your own world, you’ll come to terms with yourself,” the dust snake said.

“When I do get my chance, I will make it exactly like the world I came from. I still had a lot to do there before it vanished forever.”

“You have to create wonderful things, Colin. Antique Terra will never be the same as it was when you lived happily in it. If it were, what would be the big purpose of it?” --J-- said. 

“Did you believe in hell? Repetition is doom to a Creator. A bored immortal is a tortured being,” the dust snake said. 

“Not if you learn to see things the way I did,” Colin said.

“Teach us, then!” the blocky Creator said.

“That will be interesting, won’t it? He’s great, you’ll see!” OOOO said.

“How can I do that? I mean, how do you learn?”

“Create something juicy and show us how you see the fantastic world. We’ll always absorb something from what you do,” --J-- said.

“I’ll take you to New York if you join our game,” the blocky one said. “Thus, we’ll learn from you and you from us.”

Weakly in his mind, Colin heard the World Voice's lament. A worthless human being, miserable, the only one in a desolate place. And whoever came into existence in there would meet the same fate. The puddle of melted creations awaited in their midst for a fruit of his imagination, ready to squish it like a bug. No creature deserved to be brought into life only to perish in such an anguishing way. And yet, he had a price to pay in order to retrieve his lost world, a price suggested as lightly as someone asking for a candy bar. 

“I won’t bring anything to this terrible world only to watch it meltdown in pain, I’m sorry. Besides, I can’t create anything original. That’s just not who I am. I’m the kind of guy that will manage what others do, but won’t actually come up with any new ideas, do you understand?” Colin said.

“Even silly ideas are amusing to watch, aren’t they? I saw you crafting stuff, and you were fine,” OOOO said.

“I won’t do that again, not with things I care about. However, if any of you tell me what to do, I can play ‘Survivor’. Just give me an idea of what to create, and I’ll do it. Not something mine. Something yours, so that I can’t sympathize with it.”

 

The group of Creators meditated on the proposal, and their silence allowed the World Voice’s faint influence to weigh upon their minds. Out of courtesy, being the one who knew Colin the most, OOOO took the initiative to give him an idea.

“Think of something like a tree trunk. Can you? It is bare, though, without any branches or leaves. It has a human mouth, and a tentacle made of wood as an extension of its body. It needs to feed itself, and it does so by munching the tip of its tentacle. Do you see it? Think of a fast-growing vegetable, one that can lose thick layers of bark in minutes, renewing itself because of an active core. The creature is born happy and is kept so by pure insistence, because the outer layers of its growth always melt, but the interior is renovated faster than what is lost. Interesting, isn’t it? And as it loses huge chunks of itself at every minute, it forgets who it is, not even remembering where to find food. It has to learn again and again how to exist, you see?” OOOO said.

The picture formed in Colin’s mind, a sharp image of a soulless creature. He challenged himself into thinking how that creature could remain happy, or what sense it would see in fighting against the hostile world. 

Renewing itself required something he couldn’t quite grasp in words, although he recognized in feelings. By forgetting the past all the time, the creature would have nothing to suffer from the power of the World Voice. With that realization, it became a consistent creation. Colin imagined it, he wished for it, and it materialized in the circle of Creators.

“That’s beautiful,” the blocky Creator said, sensing from the melted ground's waves and ripples the entire dynamics of the new creature’s body. 

“You are a great teacher, OOOO,” --J-- said.

“I am, am I not? And he improved a lot on my idea!”

Colin’s creation had the size of a dog. A small tree, it greeted life with the despair of hungry roots, looking for a stable footing in the soft land where it lay. The bark that covered it from top to bottom evaporated, cracking and folding, until patches of it melted and flowed down. Colin feared for it, praying for a beloved pet. 

The creature’s tentacle touched its body, helping to peel it off with its curiosity. It continued the exploration of its parts, finding the hole of its mouth. With the tip of its arm, it caressed its lips, while closing and opening them. It starved, looking for the nourishment only itself could provide, but it tried inserting its food in its mouth and it just didn’t hit the right spot. Its trunk's thickness decreased visibly, layers of wood falling down and mingling with the ground’s mess. 

It found the mouth. The matching of its giver and receptor limbs caused a swelling of the area where they met, making all the rest of its body grow and recover from their ongoing decrepitude. The small creature became bigger than before, stronger, and bulkier. As it stopped increasing in size, its tentacle moved upwards and its mouth babbled in brain damaged spasms.

“This one's a good survivor,” the blocky Creator said.

”--J--‘s creation lasted longer. We shall still wait,” the dust snake said.

“It’s growing, isn’t it? If something grows here, then it’s total success!” OOOO said.

Colin stepped closer to the child of his will. He placed a hand on its melting bark, and from deep inside the thick layer of wood, he recognized a pulsing, a connection to life from Terra. A magic being, creature of his initiative. A happy being.


 


∙ 11 ∙ Crisalid

 

 

The creature crafted by Colin became strong enough to deserve a name. He christened it “Crisalid”, after touching its bark and feeling its inner energy. Its partially melted surface hid the scars of an ancient tree, beautiful in its endurance.

“Will you want to destroy it if Crisalid thrives in your world, OOOO?” Colin asked.

“It won’t thrive, will it? Wait until the World Voice comes and you’ll see how it goes. But I have nothing against it, do I? No, I just don’t like things from old Terra, because this is a world of ruins. New things are free to come and go, to populate whenever they can fit, aren't they? Who knows, maybe one of them can talk to the World Voice, can’t it?” it said. 

“Hey, I had a blistering idea!” --J-- said. “What if I create a tender twin for the Voice?”

“Yes, that's a great idea!” Colin said. “Then it won't be so lonely and sad, and we won't have to suffer because of it.”

“You would ruin the enjoyment. Its loneliness is its grace, our amusement's reason. I am entertained watching it look for a companion it will never find. It must remain alone,” the dust snake said. 

“Even if you created a twin, it wouldn’t appreciate the World Voice’s personality, would it? No, I made it a very annoying one, just in case, ha! It would get crushed in a minute,” OOOO said with a laugh. 

“It would be particularly amusing to watch it deal with a new intruding presence! Imagine it finding another loud voice and then losing it because it’s so boring and irritating! Wouldn’t that give it even more reason for its endless torment?” --J-- said. 

“But we have to try that, we have to give the Voice some company,” Colin said.

“Yes, go on, do it. It will die, and you will enjoy watching it die, won't you?” OOOO said, staring deep into Colin's eyes, watching its friend give up of his idea.

They talked thus for Crisalid refused to meltdown. It fed again after the same confusing process of self-discovery, and grew larger. On the third time, however, its body dwindled, sweating large amounts of sad bark which flowed down in a continuous stream. Unable to find its own mouth, it lost reference of existence, spending at great speed whatever happiness emerged in its core. 

Worried about imminent starvation and incoming death, Colin grabbed Crisalid’s tentacle and tried to guide it the right way. Rigid like actual wood, it remained in place, hardly being affected Colin's influence. With persistence, he discovered that it responded better to soft nudges, instead of aggressive pulling, and by gentle taps he managed to direct it to the source of its energy. 

Crisalid fed again from itself, swelling in quick bursts that rippled through its whole body. It grew to Colin's height, emanating heated pulses that struck at him while he stood by its side, filled by blessed thoughts. The well-being he felt rose above the fact that Crisalid's seed came from OOOO's mind. 

“I guess it's not dying any time soon, is it?” OOOO said. “Let’s all move a bit further to let the circle free again. Who’s next?”

“Will we let the newbie win? I’m coming now!” the blocky Creator said, disappearing from its position and reappearing immediately at the place dedicated to it in the new circle of Creators.

In the middle of the arena, without any ceremony, ghost stones came into being. Sculpted, oval shapes with sharp ridges in random places. They appeared and disappeared so fast that one couldn’t be sure how many of them populated the place. They existed in a dimension of space where subtle changes in their inclination generated multiple clones of themselves which could interact in unison. Therefore, they prospered quicker than Crisalid, filling the vacuum around them with countless stones that appeared high and fell down, only to disappear again and show up in another place. 

They became organized and made formations together, penetrating one another without any bending or folding. Together, they formed an ugly sculpture, like strands of disheveled hair. 

“At least it’s growing,” the blocky Creator said, defending its creation.

“It’s pretty in its own way, my dear. It’s going nicely,” --J-- said. 

The pack of stones fixed in place, though, and for one second it seemed to become something else, something whole. Instead, its interior languished in sadness and death, for it melted down in long stretches of liquid matter, turning into elongated spheres that floated to their death. 

Outside their circle, Colin nudged Crisalid’s tentacle to teach it how to feed itself again. It thinned, weak, on the verge of disappearance. It found again whatever nutrition it had in the tip of its limb and grew. As it did so, it surpassed its Creator’s height and reached the edge of the Creators’ arena. 

“Why don’t you create something else to teach Crisalid how to feed all the time, Colin?” the dust snake said.

“No, I can’t create anything original, and I don’t want to. I’ll take care of it myself,” he said.

“Forever?” the blocky Creator asked.

“Maybe ...”

“It will perish at random, won’t it? You should accept its fate,” OOOO said. “Besides, it’s my turn now, and I can try to spice things up, can’t I?”

“Wonderful, my friend,” --J-- said.

Over the ruins of the blocky Creator’s last attempt at ‘Survivor’, OOOO imagined a fountain. Not a living thing, or so it seemed, because it sucked the melted ground around it and expelled the gel-like matter high up in the vacuum. Falling back, it settled down in the fountain’s basin, bubbling to restore the balance between the content accumulated in there and the amount that gushed up. OOOO saw it clearly in its mind, wished for it, and it materialized.

The fountain preyed on sad atoms, rejoicing in misery and decrepitude. It worked on the universe's blood, drinking the remaining energy of matter, and spilling out the spent particles in its body's pool, where it processed them to become the most worthless puddle of emotional protons and neutrons ever. 

That impoverished soup, the ultimate prey, so devoid of movement and will to exist that it greeted death with an embrace, it tempted everything. Even a perpetual motion creature like Crisalid attempted to harvest the fountain’s produce. It wouldn’t gain energy with it, for it needed no more than its own tentacle, but it would be the predator to something that couldn’t fight back, and that gave power to whoever hoped to survive against the World Voice’s reign. 

“It’s irresistible, isn’t it?” OOOO said, putting its head in the fountain’s basin to taste the useless slime. 

“I want it!” said the blocky Creator, teleporting itself closer.

“Why? Nothing good can come out of this. You’re eating dead stuff,” Colin said.

“For the experience, beloved one! I bet you never had any soup so devoid of any value like this,” --J-- said. 

Crisalid, big and fat, groped the vacuum of space around it, then probed its own peeling bark with its tentacle. The fountain’s ooze spilled from its pool, and the black tar of dead matter flowed on the melted floor, forming rivulets that reached Crisalid’s base. The creature’s tentacle, already intent on reaching the floor, investigated the ultimate prey, sensing its presence, hoping to take it to its demented mouth and taste it like the others. By design, though, it couldn’t reach so low.

The world corroded all that dared existing in peace, merciless in its pace, destroying Crisalid’s outer layers. It needed to feed itself, and Colin helped it, nudging its tentacle to show the right way. Absolute weakness flowed among its roots, the dark soup of depletion, an enemy against which Colin couldn't compete, despite his own self-pity. Crisalid starved, losing thickness by the second, diminishing in size as the cracks in its bark became tighter and melted fast. 

“Did you do this on purpose?” Colin asked OOOO.

“Of course I did! It was my turn to create, wasn’t it?” the creature said.

“Your thing is going to kill Crisalid! It doesn’t react to my guidance anymore, all it cares about now is this useless slime. You have to change it somehow.”

“Are we playing ‘Survivor’ or not? It’s part of the game. I can interact with other players’ creations, can’t I?”

“Absolutely!” the blocky Creator said.

“That’s the gist of the game,” the dust snake said. 

“I’m amused, so it’s good,” --J-- said. 

“It’s all just a big game for you all, isn’t it, no matter how nice your creations make you feel,” Colin said.

He grabbed Crisalid’s tentacle and pushed it with all his strength towards the creature’s mouth. Unable to make it move, he had to content himself with watching it starve. Angry, he filled his hand with the fountain’s produce and smeared it on Crisalid’s lips, an angry father, aggressive and harsh. 

The creature tasted it, giving no sign of satisfaction. Its tentacle tried to reach the ground despite starving, stretching itself to the limit. Thriving was a possibility for it because it forgot, and because it forgot, thriving was hard.

 

“If I ever find who trapped me here ... Why ... Why torturing me like this? I am so alone ... Doesn’t anybody want to be with me?”

The World Voice came down like thunder, storming the land. All Creators, in their own particular way, reacted with silence, listening to the truth that shook their basis. Crisalid trembled. Colin hugged it, not to protect it, but to protect himself, to get closer to the heart of happiness that beat inside the melting bark. He ran from death by instinct, because not long ago he had offered himself to the World Voice’s global melting pit. He created something that resisted the universal hostility, he won the game, posing him face to face against the true challenge of OOOO’s world.

“I’m looking for you ... Someone is here, someone must be here ... Nobody answers me ... Come, I beg you, save me from this hell ...”

The colossal pillar of glowing light took a quarter of the sky. It moved fast and they noticed its presence only when the voice of misery invaded their minds. Knowing what destiny awaited them if they stayed, Colin begged for help.

“Please, you have to take Crisalid out of here with us!” he said to the blocky Creator.

“Not now. I want to see how it will behave under the Voice's full power,” it said. 

Colin imagined a wall of concrete, a shield of steel, a titanium frame, all to cover his creation and detach it from the outside world. Those materials became the ruins of Terra, melted matter filling the planet’s pores, useless. Nothing materialized, for any of his ideas would be dead from the start. 

“One of you, I beg you, tell me what to do to protect Crisalid!” Colin said.

“We’re running away, that’s what we’ll do!” the dust snake said.

“My dear Colin, you shouldn’t risk yourself for a lovely creation. You can do it again later, even better than this time,” --J-- said. 

“We should all run, shouldn’t we? Come with us! The World Voice is too strong!” OOOO said.

“A marvelous creation, by the way! I’m having loads of giggly fun with all this, OOOO,” --J-- said.

“Indeed, congratulations! It’s been a long time since we don’t suffer direct influence over us too. The risk of disappearance is a stimulus I admit to missing very much,” the dust snake said.

“Are you all okay with this?” Colin asked.

“Yes!”

“What if you meltdown?”

“We will avoid it, won’t we?”

Creators united in the nature of their existence, only Colin still resisting the burdens of immortality. The only sad one, sad for not understanding the world's strange morals, sad for being what he didn’t want to be, sad for seeing his only good creation starve and about to face the peril of direct confrontation with the World Voice. 

“I don’t want to run. If I have the power to create a world, I shouldn’t be afraid of anything,” Colin said.

“But you are, aren’t you?” OOOO said in amusement.

Crisalid groped its body, reacting to a soft tap from Colin’s hand, still attracted to the ground it couldn’t reach. For a mind that forgot everything, life revolved around only one stimulation, and the fountain’s soup comprised it all. 

“I’m the worst ... How can I ever get out of this if I’m such a worthless being ...”

“It’s not fear,” Colin said. “Being here is like being dead to me. I have nothing to rely on, and I’m not like you guys. So, if I can’t have Terra back, I don’t care about melting down. It’s better than living in this hell of a world.”

“The Voice is taking him!” the blocky Creator said. “Quick, carry him away!”

“No! You must allow me to be sad for real, because I’ve lost too much, and I can’t keep losing all the time. Crisalid will die, and I can’t help it. I’m the worst of all.”

“Oh, my dear friends, we must take him out of here! He’s even weaker than us against the World Voice!” --J-- said.

“What a thrill!” the dust snake said.

 

Only OOOO managed to interact physically with Colin in an effective manner. The dust snake condensed itself with as much density as it could, but even its greatest effort resulted in little more than soft nudges on his skin. --J--, a slender and fragile creature, managed to block his advance with the strongest force it could exert. Were it in its original world, it would seduce Colin and become his puppeteer, and the recollection of its former power amused it. 

“We are your dear friends and we want you well! You can create amazing things, see? Crisalid is perfect!” said --J--. 

“Then you should help me to save it,” Colin struggled to release himself from the others' touch.

“We are the immortal ones. All the rest are just thoughts,” the blocky Creator said.

“Take me to New York with Crisalid, please. Then I’ll be far and you won’t have to worry about me.”

“I want to see if it will survive.”

The starving creature they called Crisalid returned back to its initial size, big as a dog. It forgot its identity again, moving its tentacle up to the vacuum of space, later returning to the attraction of the fountain’s slime. With the World Voice's approach, though, its body rippled in gelatinous twitching, throwing pieces of its peeled-off bark far from its roots.

“I am doomed ... Absolute, irrevocable nightmare ... End now, I pray ...”

“Pardon, it’s too much for me, I don’t even want to think—” the dust snake tried to say, and ran away from the group. 

“Come along, --J--, and pull Colin into my legs!” OOOO said.

“Wait, what about the blocky one? He can take us all away at a wink!” Colin said, resisting the pressure from all sides. 

“I won’t flee. I will stay here and watch Crisalid face its challenge. Someone has to tell what happens later,” the blocky Creator said.

“You’ll sacrifice yourself for my creation?” Colin stared at the Creator, surprised at the suggestion.

“Of course not. I understand the World Voice and I won’t disappear. It has no power over me.”

OOOO stared at their friend in amazement, leaning on Colin’s body to fit in with him. --J--‘s light flickered, decorating the empty space surrounding its body with fluid curves of light. The blocky Creator remained still, the same sculpted block since the beginning of its world. 

“Creators can resist the World Voice, then!” Colin said.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” OOOO said. “But I’m sure you can’t, you see? Even I can’t!”

“How can you do it? Tell me, I want to know!” Colin said, jumping in front of the blocky Creator, leaving Crisalid aside.

“You just have to face it.”

“What? Face the World Voice?”

“No. Face the world you’re in now.”

“I ... I can’t. I’ve lost too much. I’m miserable. I’m doomed if I can’t.” Colin murmured, disheartened.

“Help me out, --J--, we can’t stay here longer! He’ll meltdown, won't he?” OOOO said.

Colin’s body offered no resistance to the other Creator’s push, surrendering himself to whatever took him first. OOOO hopped on the melted terrain by the side of --J--, who hovered over the land as fast as it wished. The blocky Creator remained in place, and it watched Crisalid’s agonizing contortions, lost and afraid of what it couldn’t remember. Colin turned his head back to the way they came. The glowing pillar of light swept the place, and engulfed his creation in the torment of its existence. 

“Kill me ... Just let me die, please ... Torture me, pierce me, molest me ... Anything but this endless void!”

Colin watched Crisalid's darkening in the horizon, a distant figure grounded in melted land. Taken away from the site by his fellow Creators, fleeing from the World Voice's pillar, he hoped that Crisalid would survive. 



∙ 12 ∙  Worlds of possibilities

 

 

Colin's old city still kept its identity, to Colin’s amazement. Safe, far from the World Voice's pillar, he saw as most of the main skyscrapers survived, their facades hanging in well-balanced harmony, the landscape dominated by the towers of human industriousness. The streets, on their part, suffered a major change, unrecognizable rivers of melted steel, rubber, and concrete. 

“You had a great idea,” --J-- said. “You gave Terra the jolly apocalypse it could never anticipate. Centuries of imagination and fear of the end, and no one ever painted a picture like the one you gave them, my dear OOOO.”

“It’s as dark and gloomy as we’ve always feared,” Colin said in humankind’s defense.

“But it didn’t have a World Voice, did it? It didn’t meltdown, did it?” OOOO said. 

“It makes no difference. Everybody is gone just the same, and what is left of the planet will rot in due course.”

“It’s more than that, I beg your pretty pardon. OOOO wanted the opposite of atomized Terra while keeping the same major structure. You have to appreciate the fine balance between legacy and originality. It was a creative solution, despite your belief,” --J-- said. 

“My point is, we all anticipated the end of the world in a very similar way to this one. If we look for it, we may even find a few humans still trying to survive somewhere, like they always did in our stories,” Colin said.

“That would be interesting, wouldn’t it? Because they can’t do it. Being here is certain death for them, isn't it?” OOOO said.

“What if other Creators managed to protect some of us? You thought it had happened to me too at first, remember?” Colin asked.

OOOO ceased its head turn, turning its eyes inside to wonder about such a possibility. It smiled, happy to be a Creator, in the immortals' realm, surprised by the infinite possibilities their condition allowed them. 

“We can get back to Crisalid now. I’m going to see if it survived,” Colin said.

“It is safe, indeed. We’ll follow you, my beloved,” --J-- said. 

Time dribbled on the land, a new force, a new beast to Colin, giving no reference of day and night nor of any other measure. The walk back to their improvised arena seemed to last for hours, but hours had no meaning for a being who would never die out of his own will. 

“Now we’ll go to New York, right?” Colin asked OOOO. “I played the game, I created something. Is that enough for the blocky Creator to take us there?”

“It probably is, isn’t it? It’ll be nice to admire the views of my old city,” OOOO said.

“Charming Mae is not there. I don’t want to frustrate you, my dear, but you’ll have to look elsewhere,” --J-- said.

“Then, where is she?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I have to start looking somewhere, don’t I? I want Terra back.”

Back at the park where they had played “Survivor,” a monolith marked the arena, the blocky Creator itself. In front of it, a blackened curved tree composed the rest of the scene, Crisalid, or at least partially so. Colin ran to check on it, finding the creature had its mouth shut, its tentacle hanging low, about to detach itself, one last leaf to fall. Carbonized, its thick skin gave no sign of melting down further. 

“Did you see what happened to Crisalid?” he asked the blocky Creator.

“I was privileged to witness their confrontation, yes,” it said. “Your creation adopted this state that we cannot understand. It doesn’t melt anymore. But it doesn’t do anything else.”

“Is it because it died? OOOO, what happens when it dies?”

“I have no idea! You created it, and it would be quite interesting if it entered in stasis when dead, wouldn’t it?” it said. 

“I’m watching it and I love it. I want to see how long it lasts. It may be the only sculpture possible in the World Voice's kingdom,” the blocky Creator said.

It spoke the truth. Crisalid’s body held itself together in wooden stiffness, standing on the melted ground with the solidity of a tree. Touching it, Colin felt nothing of the happiness he sensed before. If his creation still kept a breath of life, no outsider could reach it. 

“Things can’t be worse for me ... I am the end, and the end is a prison ... Anyone, find me here, talk to me ...”

He heard the faint echo of the World Voice’s lament. His fingertips in contact with Crisalid’s bark tingled. It resisted the hostility in its own way, and by doing so it showed once again that surviving in that hell required fantastic solutions. 

“I am not worthless. I can do things too, I can beat you. And I’ll release you from your misery.” Colin directed his whispers at the World Voice.

“You’re not talking to me, are you?” OOOO widened its eyes.

“No, not to you ...” Colin looked down.

“Because I really liked what you said! I see that you’re fighting off your limitations, aren’t you?”

“Hm ... Can’t we just go to New York now? I have to find Mae.”

“Please calm down, my dear. I can see that you need jolly friends. That’s why you’re so fixed in the backwards idea of getting back to flowery Terra, isn’t it?” --J-- said. 

“Sort of ... I had a family, dreams, and love, or at least some hope of love. You guys are gentle and all that, but it’s just ... It’s just not the same,” Colin said.

“Why don’t you give us a pompous chance? Play with us, talk to us,” --J-- said.

“Am I not doing it already?”

“You are, aren’t you? You’re too much in a hurry, though. If you found some speedy Creators, those who can't wait for a thing, you'd love them, wouldn't you? Our lot here, however, is closer in time perception to your world than you think, isn’t it? We like to hang around. We have all eternity, you see?” OOOO said.

Colin sighed. He nodded and put his hands on his waist, moved by their valid point. The gathered-around entities saw him as an equal and treated him as such, and for that he should be grateful. Inhaling slowly, without any actual air coming into his lungs, he changed the flow of his thoughts, stopping for a moment to replace his anguish by a bit of curiosity.

“Was it also hard when you found out that you were Creators?” he asked.

“Not to all, so don’t think you’re the only special one. We have sympathy for your busy troubles,” --J-- said.

“I understood nothing at first! One moment I was fitting in with the whole community for the second time in history, and on the other I was like ‘Where is everybody? I can’t fit in here! Where are the walls?’ It was so strange, wasn’t it?” OOOO said. “But it was very interesting, and of that I was sure from the start, wasn't I? The world after mine was made of pure light, thus Creators had no footing and I thought I had reached the interior of the rocks from which my world was made up. I mean, I had died many times already, hadn’t I? I knew I wasn’t stuck in any semi-conscience realm, because full light was not how it was like, was it?”

“And how did you find out that you could create anything?” Colin asked.

“I imagined and I wished! Isn’t that the way? Hanging in the middle of nothing, seeing nothing, I thought about my community and I wished they were there to give me something to fit in. Then they showed up, didn’t they? And they disappeared right after, vaporized.”

“See how similar it was to your own pleasant discovery, my dear Colin?” --J-- said. 

“I laughed at that, thinking that they died and would come to life again on their own, but they didn’t, did they? I wished for a friend again and it showed up, exploding right after it. It was so interesting, wasn’t it? Yes, so much so that I tried something else, didn't I? I imagined the big gentle eater that we used to find new kinds of us, and it appeared in front of me like the others. That was a sign, wasn’t it? A sign that I was behind those apparitions. Things got bigger and bigger from there, until the world changed again and I met others, you see?”

“Who was the world of light's Creator?” Colin asked.

“I never had the pleasure of meeting it. Good idea, looking for it, isn't it? I can learn a few things, can’t I?” OOOO said. 

“You can, you certainly can, my wonderful friend,” --J-- said. “Are you interested in learning about me too, Colin?”

“Of course!” he said so with honesty, captivated by their stories, a child in front of the TV. 

“I remember being at peace. All others of my kind had dominated their respective big cathedrals, marrying all tasty humans each could find. Those were exciting times, because once the breathing was over, we found the path open to being whoever we wanted to be, not having to marry anymore. I considered the possibility of—” --J-- tried to say.

“Wait! What do you mean by cathedrals? Were there churches in your world too?” Colin said.

“It’s a translation issue. The intricate words I use to communicate with you are beyond my humble control, so we must talk more to make their true great meaning explicit. Our solid cathedrals were similar ideas to the planets in Terra’s universe. And they could only exist if they had one of my kind to take care of them. Romantic humans were free to come and go between beautiful cathedrals, and our passion was to breathe them and then marry as much of them as we could.”

“I see ...” Colin said, shuddering at the idea of slavery, his mind translating –J--'s speech with his own particular repertoire. 

“As I was saying, I considered the possibility of becoming a fleshy human myself, by using my lovely spouses as a vector for transmutation. But I had little time to muse on this fascinating idea. My charming equals in other cathedrals disappeared, and the glorious cathedrals themselves merged into one huge ugly blob of exploding matter. I watched each and every one of those whom I married blend with the land and the others. Everything became one indivisible pulsing world.”

“That’s terrible! Are you ... Are you, by chance, from a kind that misses things?” Colin said.

“I’m not. Being a colorful bishop displeased me. I wanted to be the air that we breathed and shared with our beloved ones. When it all changed into that monstrous world, I was glad. Immediately, I imagined and wished for the dimension of fluidity and speed, and it materialized. It had an immediate impact in the colossal blob, deforming it and tearing it apart. My fate was clear to me from the start,” --J-- said.

“Don’t forget to say that I already knew you,” OOOO said.

“Yes, in my world, Creators interacted with creations directly. We just couldn’t marry them,” --J-- said.

“Who sets these rules? Who says what can affect what?” Colin asked, disturbed by the laws he was far from understanding. 

“The current dominant Creator does. Right now, OOOO set those rules,” --J-- said. 

 

Crisalid remained blackened and frozen in its place, and it had been so during the entire conversation. No signs of melting. Colin learned more about the power that he had and considered his choices. If he ever got Terra back, he could inflict any change that he wanted in it. Infinite wealth to everybody, indestructible environmental balance, faster than light travel, reversal of entropy ... Anything that his imagination could conceive! 

“I admit that your worlds seem like interesting places. Much better than this one right now, for example,” he said.

“You really don’t like it? Look again, you have to see how nice it is, don't you?” OOOO said.

“My dear Colin, we want nice intensity, and we can’t have nice intensity if we don’t have big contrast. We need as many different world views as we can find. This is how we survive,” --J-- said. 

“I’m trying to understand it, ok? It’s still not convincing enough, though. What if we find the perfect world? The one where everybody is happy and nobody ever suffers. Isn’t that world worth saving forever?” Colin asked.

“We sometimes have worlds like these. They’re boring as hell, aren’t they?” OOOO said.

“To most of us, yes. That’s why they end quickly, or violently, because their Creators usually don’t react to boredom the same way we do,” --J-- said.

“Oh, I know one of these lovers of utopias! A human Creator named Alana. Isn’t that right?” OOOO said.

“I never met her in person, I’m sorry. I saw only a few others pushing for similar ideas, all of them nonhuman,” --J-- answered. 

“We should have a method of finding others like us in an easier way, shouldn’t we? Speaking of that, where is the other one?” OOOO said.

“The other one? You mean the dust snake?” Colin asked.

“It didn’t return yet, did it? Did something go wrong?” OOOO hopped fast around the others to push them against the blocky Creator and stay in the middle of their bodies.

“It could be lost. Let me go out looking for it,” --J-- said. 

“What if he melted down, OOOO?” Colin said after --J-- ran away like a racing car. 

OOOO’s pupils contracted to a tiny dot in the gray spheres of its eyes. Its large mouth arched down and its pointy teeth all slid together to meet in the center of its skull. It turned its head slowly to Colin's direction, and it moved its spidery legs in a mechanical march towards him. He stood by the blocky Creator's side, and as OOOO approached him with its comic worried look, he stepped sideways, only to realize that the creature looked for him.

He pushed his back against the flickering bas-relief behind him, scared of OOOO’s strange coming. It brushed its disheveled dense hair on Colin’s belly and pressed him hard on the blocky Creator, involving his body with its many legs. It then stayed there, with a look of apprehension fixed at the horizon. 

“You st ... Stop this! What are you doing?” Colin said.

“I need to fit in, we have to fit in, don’t we? I need it, yes, I don’t want to think of not fitting in—”

“The World Voice is coming to you too, isn’t it?”

“Creators shouldn't melt, it’s too bad if it happens.” OOOO tried to climb on Colin’s head, its big size getting in the way of its intention.

“You should create a shield,” the blocky Creator said to Colin.

“To avoid melting down?” he asked.

“Yes, you and the others. You’re the only one so far who can do it. Look at Crisalid. Firm as nothing else in this world.”

“And probably dead. If OOOO, the World Voice’s creator, can’t shield itself, why should I worry?”

“Because then you can create more.”

“I don’t want to create! I want my world back. Please, is that too much to ask? You can all go on with your existence, you can spend all eternity creating whatever you want! My wish is not for something new, it is for something that already existed, that was good in its own way and that served me well.”

“You wouldn’t even try to make it better?” the blocky Creator said.

“What is better?” Colin said.

“More interesting.”

“It was interesting enough. We had stories to tell for generations, up to infinity.”

“You wouldn’t even consider turning it into a Utopia? It would be good for a Creator who doesn’t like suffering.”

“I want things exactly the way they were. That was home, you know? It had its problems, it had many challenges to overcome. But isn’t that the fun of it? To overcome them? So, no, no Utopia, please. Only Terra, the way it was. That’s the world I learned to love.”

“You have too much potential to be stuck with the ghost of a world,” the blocky Creator said.

“If I am stuck there, allow me to be so. It’s an experience, isn’t it? It’s interesting to you, isn’t it? So, learn with me and help me to get my world back. I’ll fight until the end for it! Isn’t that a story worth following?” Colin said.

After hugging him with the full embrace of its legs, OOOO loosened its grip and stood again on the ground. It hopped next to Crisalid, touching it with one of its cylindrical feet, and hid behind it, looking at Colin. It fixed its eyes on the human’s firm stance, his clenched fists and his raised chest, tense like no other Creator he saw in the past worlds. It then left its protection and smiled again.

“He’s right. He can create a great story with his quest, can’t he?” OOOO said.

“Indeed, he can. Climb over me, both of you. I’m going to take you to New York, as promised,” the blocky Creator said. 



∙ 13 ∙ Mountain Creator

 

 

Mounted on top of the blocky Creator, Colin blinked and Crisalid disappeared. The landscape faded as well, replaced by a different setting, one marked by giant shapes and tall ruins. The group reappeared in a valley, surrounded by round mounds of melted buildings. The slimy surface in which they stood grew higher little by little. Soon the world would become a flat pool of Terra’s ruins. 

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Colin said.

“Yes, Manhattan Island, 11th Avenue, as requested,” the blocky Creator said.

“This is where Mae used to live, isn’t it? Chelsea Park, I remember it! I just can’t see it, can I?” OOOO said. 

“I’ve never been here when it was intact, and I have no idea of what we should see in this place. Either way, It’s not New York anymore ... In which building did she live?” Colin said. 

“Here, I’ll show you.”

OOOO and Colin jumped to the ground and moved a few steps in the mud. The blocky Creator waited in place. They got near a mound of dismantled steel and concrete, the place where OOOO hoped to find anything interesting. Colin climbed the small hill of soft detritus, sinking his feet in a gray mass of slime and small bits of artifacts, dunes of liquid plastic. 

On the horizon, a bumpy line of round ruins was a picture of desolation. Tall mountains of melted buildings emerged at a distance, in the densest neighborhoods of former times. In the mound beneath him, Colin found no entrance of any sort, no object to give him any indication of Mae’s whereabouts, just like the giant city's corroded scenery indicated nothing of value. 

A sad place, joining in the rest of the world's misery. Buildings in a state of decomposition flowed down the streets and buried the mighty avenues in rivers of melted matter. Waves of glass, rubber, steel, and concrete reached the waters and became one with it. 

“Don’t you want to visit any other place? It’s interesting even when melted, isn’t it? Let’s take a look at the skyline!” OOOO said.

“What’s your suggestion?”

“Ellis Island!”

They took another ride on the blocky Creator, who placed them in the lookout point where the One World Trade Center's skeleton reigned majestic above Lower Manhattan. Mere morbid curiosity guided Colin, a silly hope of seeing anything still recognizable, any sign of Terra’s former glory. 

“I thought the big one would resist longer. It looks like a finger coming out of the mud now, doesn’t it?” OOOO said.

“Yes, and all the rest is the same. You were right. We’ll never find Mae in here,” Colin said.

“We probably won’t, will we? But we can try. Trekking is one of our joys, isn’t it? Games and sightseeing, yes, that’s the way of a Creator!”

“Can she hear us if we yell loud enough?”

“Maybe. It will be hard to compete against the World Voice, though.”

The great pillar of light glowed in the distance, casting anguishing rays as far as the islet where they rested. After teleporting so far from it, Colin expected to escape its presence, at least while it covered the distances that set the continents apart. Instead, it dragged New York into its gloomy depression. 

“Is there any place in this world where we can’t see the Voice’s pillar?” he said.

“Haha, no! Funny, isn’t it? It is alone in here, sure, but it is divided in simultaneous projections. It can sweep the whole planet at once, in multiple perspectives, and yet it is one, isn’t it?” OOOO said. 

“That’s terrible. And boring too, you know? Where’s the fun in admiring a landscape that’s the same everywhere you look?”

“The World Voice running after us, aware of our probability, and unable to reach us. We, the immortals, fleeing from it. That’s the fun, isn’t it?”

 

On top of the blocky Creator, they got back to Manhattan. They showed up over of a big mound, and looking around they found nothing of interest. OOOO got down, hopping fast to sweep the entire block. It stopped in front of a half-melted object that Colin couldn’t see well from the distance. It took it with three of its limbs and brought it to him. Balanced between faltering feet, the smooth glass screen of a tablet reflected Colin's face.

“Mae loved these things,” OOOO said.

“Almost everybody did. We could do a lot with these small computers,” Colin said.

“We often created new material for media consumers, did you know that?”

“No, but that’s something I can believe. You were creators just like we were.”

“In a way, yes, you were inventive. Too limited by your own circumstances, though, weren’t you?”

“Who isn’t?” Colin crouched on the blocky Creator, in the middle of a hostile world that melted things.

“You want to look for more interesting things, don’t you?” OOOO said.

“Could we go to Central Park? It seemed to be so nice that I bet we will find others in there.”

They teleported to the Sheep Meadow area, the wide grassy plain where city dwellers and tourists sunbathed surrounded by skyscrapers. It had become a gray swamp, however, melted down to the point of complete destruction. It had small mountains of flowing debris by its edges, gel-like matter that invaded the park's borders and turned it into a valley. 

“Mae! Mae! I want to talk to you! Mae!” Colin yelled, stepping down to walk with freedom and express his wish. 

“Here! Here! Here! It’s OOOO, isn't it, show up, whenever you are!” OOOO shouted to help. 

“You need a better plan,” the blocky Creator said. 

“Then tell me what’s your idea. Is there anybody else to ask for her? Do you see any trace of her presence? If she’s around, she might hear us and come speak with us,” Colin said.

“I don’t want to interfere with your actions, as my interest is in watching your story unfold. So, do as you please,” the blocky Creator said. “But remember, you’re a Creator. You can create helpful things.”

OOOO, paralyzed in place, spreading its legs to make a wide dotted circle with their tips. With the force of its will, it materialized a huge disc in the middle of what used to be the largest park lawn. The creation rocketed itself up in a slow rise to the sky. 

It had a round top with a slender long neck and a belt of voluminous messy straps at the bottom. As it ascended, it released pulses of light that whitened everything and emitted loud bangs that hurt even Colin’s indestructible ears. 

He loved it. The help that he looked for in companionship, OOOO’s explosive rocket, releasing four blows and imploding in the middle of the fifth, taken by the world's sadness. Its last explosion came down with a timbre of a moan, overflowing with pleasure, gifting a moment of joy to its creator. 

“Ironic, isn’t it? I always try to leave something out of my control. I adore surprises, don't I?” OOOO said. 

“That was a good idea. Whoever is living around here will certainly hear us,” Colin said.

“Only if they want to, you see?”

“Why wouldn’t Mae want to hear to us?”

“She might wish for some time on her own, might she not?”

Colin imagined a giant loudspeaker. A machine able to emit a message so loud and clear that his search would be heard by the entire universe. He bore the powers of Creators, didn't he, he could do whatever fitted in his imagination! A loudspeaker. 

He focused on the object’s primary duty, he sketched a few of its details, and he blended a bit of Crisalid’s thoughts with it, so that it could hope to stand the world’s inherent hostility to Terran matter for a while at least. 

It materialized. It was huge, rivaling in height the melted skyscrapers on the horizon. OOOO backed away, surprised at the sudden apparition. The blocky creator disappeared at a wink from its resting place and reappeared for short moments in multiple angles all over the huge loudspeaker. 

Colin then thought about his message, which would start with “I’m looking for Mae, Terra’s Creator. I want my world back,” but instead, the voice heard throughout the world incorporated a different beast:

“I’m looking for anybody, please ... I’m so miserable in here ... Take me out of this world ...”

The floor trembled with waves of sound that didn’t have air to propagate into, they spat slimy debris on Colin’s body, half melted parts that didn’t stick to his skin, devoid of any will to make new bonds. The message penetrated every Creator’s core, making them doubt their will to live. A World Voice's echo, reverberating in the world's tissues. The huge loudspeaker shut up and melted down, overflowing the valley with huge amounts of decrepit matter. 

 

At OOOO’s suggestion, the small group of Creators teleported from street to street to keep looking for Mae. On top of the blocky Creator, each step covered entire blocks. Intact walls became a rare sight, although they still existed, covered in slime, and pressured by the melting things surrounding them. 

“Wait, stop here!” OOOO said. “It’s so beautiful, isn’t it?”

“No.” Colin felt disgusted by the sight, as if seeing a picture of Terra’s worst slums in the most backward of countries.

“OK, we can go now, can’t we? Whenever I want to admire it again, it’s just a matter of recreating it.”

“It’s a ruin like any other, the most abundant view in the world.”

“Billions of trees on old Earth, but some pictures were prettier than others, weren’t they?” OOOO said.

Teleporting again, the scenery changed at the pace of a slide show. Colin turned his neck around to watch for any sign of other Creator or creation. They pierced again and again the fabric of space and wandered through the ravaged city at a speed only robots could make sense of in Terra. 

“Mae! Mae! Are you here?” Colin shouted. 

“We want to meet you! You like me, don’t you?” OOOO shouted in solidarity.

“How far can other Creators hear our voices? I know there’s no air in this world, so hearing is something I don’t understand in here.”

“Neither do I! I guess it keeps the expectations from your original world, you see? You, as a human, listens to what you expected to hear from talking to people in your world. And so on. A universal listener could catch anything that we throw at it, wherever they are, can’t they?”

“Was Mae human like me?”

“Yes, very much so. Just a different skin color, though.”

Their teleporting bus followed its route, while Colin amused himself with this realization. Mankind had always dreamed of mastering teleportation, and at last he rode in such a capable vehicle. Anything people ever dreamed could be done and tried by his power, and nothing lured him so much as the comfort of his old life with its countless limitations. Were that just a dream, how wonderful! As reality, however, how unnerving and depressing. 

A mountain showed up at Queens. Colin had his head lowered to the floor, lost in thoughts, when OOOO shook him with its cylindrical legs and made him face the odd object in front of them. A massive shape emerged from the ground, its surface shining in silky streaks, a fabric so delicate and soft that it painted a picture of clouds waving under a sunset sky. Two peaks shared the mountain’s top, and at the base the skin penetrated through melting matter, a hill-sized hologram. 

“KIII!” OOOO said. 

“I didn’t know New York had rough terrain so big,” Colin said.

“It’s not a mountain, is it? It’s KIII, a Creator like you and me.”

“What—” Colin tried to say, impressed by the giant ahead of them, a creature so inorganic-looking and still that he couldn’t associate it with conscience. “Do you think it can help us finding Mae?”

“Who knows? I don’t. It doesn’t use language like we do, does it? KIII lives in a bubble of its own dimension. We should get there and see if we can find anything interesting with it, shouldn’t we?” OOOO said. 

“Wait, it is a mountain ... How can a mountain become a Creator?”

“Creators are beings that do useless things, aren’t they? Once a living being reaches that state, it’s a Creator. You could live without music, couldn’t you? But you did it anyway, because it’s nice. Humans can be Creators,” OOOO said. “KIII came from a world where mountains projected dimensions throughout space that did nothing but color the universe. Quite interesting, isn’t it? They are different beings, and fascinating because of it, at least for those like us, aren’t they?”

“It’s too different, too ... I don’t know. Do we really have to go there? What if it doesn’t like us?” Colin said.

“KIII is gentle in its own way. Most of the times it’s indifferent to us, and when it accepts us in its core, we can get lost in some trippy experiences. I like KIII, don’t I? It doesn’t need to be the dominant Creator to travel in a world of its own.”

The blocky Creator led them to KIII's edge, where they found the melted ground colored in rainbow colors. A massive silk wall rippled in Colin's face, exhaling a sweet smell that attracted and lured him. He felt a compulsion to touch it, to hug it. He stood in front of the cleanest and prettiest surface in that ugly world, and although it consisted of a Creator's skin, it could well be a part of the landscape. 

“It’s calling us, isn’t it?” OOOO said.

“I guess so. I feel invited. Did we cross through its door?” Colin said.

“Yes. We are welcome in there,” the blocky Creator said, teleporting them.

 

Colin rested alone. He had trouble figuring out who he was, and he couldn’t tell whether he came with others or not. Under his feet, the sand entered his fingers, its dry grains going up as if reversed by gravity. The land he stepped on fermented in bubbles of particles, a boiling desert. 

A ceiling pressed on his head at the exact height of his uppermost hair strand. Sand fell from there. Trapped between two giant planes, he could walk between them, the gap in their contact surfaces allowing him to go anywhere he could see. 

On the distant horizon, both ceiling and floor merged in fluxes of sand. At every contact, strong colors radiated throughout the desert, each with a different smell. Just by looking at them, Colin tasted a banquet of unusual flavors. Chicken meat with guava paste, seaweed, black beans, bull’s horns and then goat’s eyes. 

The composition displeased him, so he walked to the direction where the smell seemed more promising. Distant, out of his reach, the planes danced with waves of sand, each small grain inflating to become intricate sculptures of cosmic complexion. Galaxies of stone, swelling and maturing to the rhythm of his heartbeats.

Angeline flew past him, by his side. He identified her without looking, watching her body disappear far away. He smiled and kept up his slow walk. Another one flew by, followed by another and another, until all around him a flock of Angelines hurtled by in all directions, crossing the world's planes like ghosts. His blood evaporated, turning into an effervescent drink that satisfied him and gave him the ability to freeze perception and enjoy the moment. 

Every Angeline had a unique look of her own. He found a young Angeline, when she used to straighten her hair, ashamed of her curls, with the same look from the first time they met. Most of the others had the same face he knew so well from her young adulthood, her thick eyebrows always disheveled, the reddened marks on her face often apparent. Her clothes varied, and looking at one, Colin could tell the exact day when he met that specific version of her. 

He sank in her skin. Angeline stopped in front of him, staring at him with the smile of a friend, and she grew so much that her body crossed the planes and entered sand, engulfing Colin in her skin. He entered a chamber of flesh, where walls pressed hard on him and made him suffocate. 

Immortal, independent of breathing, he still lived, and yet the weight on all his muscles dragged him down, organic chains tearing his mind apart. More blood leaked out from his veins to join in the cells of giant Angeline. In return, he sucked on the liquid pressing on his mouth. Instead of weakening him, the transfusion brought him love.

She had drums in her organs. A couple of air bags, so stuffed that a mere glance made a sound in Colin’s head. He touched the first one on the right, and it played no sound. It meant “hello,” from the feel of it. 

Ashamed to try any song, he who had matured into such an untalented man, he who had grown to be a failure at every creative endeavor of his life, he considered leaving the instruments alone. If he wanted to communicate with Angeline, though, the only one of his kind that he found since the apocalypse, he would have to try. So, he drummed, and the only answer he got consisted of a heart's explosion, for talking to her filled him with bliss. Blood and sweat spilled through his pores and became one with the warm flesh surrounding him. 

Immersed in meat, returned to the womb, fetal Colin sped down. He became a rain drop, in ecstasy, awaiting its fall. His impact produced a soft whisper, crashing in gel, a surface devoid of reaction. Above it, the World Voice's great pillar ravaged the void, the power of its sadness turning into a mere conversation he’d had with Angeline. 

“I am so worthless ... You will never love me ... I can’t create anything useful, unlike you.”

“Come with me to the beach. I can love you if you give me a chance.”

“No, I’ll ruin everything. I must get ready first, I must show what I can do. I’ll work, I’ll be good at something, you’ll see.”

“You’ll never get ready. Give yourself another chance.”

“No!”

“Make mistakes with me. Avoiding me is a mistake, but make one in which I can help you.”

“I’m too bland for someone like you, no ... I’m a useless piece of junk ... You can go alone, you deserve better. I’ll stay here and defend my world.”

“The world belongs to me too. I am it. You’re defending your distance from me.”

“One day it could be different. As long as it doesn’t end, one day it can change.”

He melted down, and it brought him comfort. Every muscle relaxed for one last time, every bone got to know the pleasure of softening. His body then reshaped itself, giving birth to conscience as he knew it. With freshened eyes, he recognized existence again. 

He lay at the top of Lower Manhattan's mountain of melted buildings, by the side of OOOO and the blocky Creator, both standing with their attention focused on the World Voice’s pillar far off on the horizon. 



∙ 14 ∙ Telepathic

 

 

The Creators remained silent, savoring the world they had just experienced. An eternity had elapsed within KIII, new friends had been made inside there, and now they returned to their former quest. An uninteresting search, by the standards set in the experience. The blocky Creator, thus, disappeared after a quick farewell:

“I brought you where you wanted. It doesn’t interest me anymore. I want more.”

OOOO, in its turn, approached Colin with a wide smile, moving its legs in a repetitive pace, a dancer of alien choreography. It stared at the plain water downhill, the ocean laying still on the planet's hidden mantle. The liquid surface rippled as OOOO materialized quick bursts of wind over it, making waves that matched the undulation of its own cylindrical limbs. 

“I like KIII, you see? I always end up amazed at what it creates. Did you enjoy its world?” it asked Colin.

“In a way, it was a kind of sleep, a dream. And, god, it’s been a long time since I rested! I guess I’ll never dream again, will I?” Colin said.

“You don’t need to dream, do you? You’re a Creator!”

“Doing only what I want isn’t enough. The good thing about dreams is that they are out of our control and, at the same time, they are all about us. They show us who we are.”

“Interesting, isn’t it? You went through a whole life in KIII’s world. You were a part of it too, weren’t you? Are you at peace with yourself now?” OOOO said.

“Would ... would you mind if I spent some time alone? Please, I need to walk by myself for a while.”

OOOO closed its smile and leaned on Colin’s body. With closed eyes, it pressed on his skin, trying to fit in with him. It then stepped back and spread its legs wide on the melting ground, spinning its neck to face the World Voice’s pillar at a distance. 

“I’ll wait for you here. If you don’t come back, I’ll go after you, won’t I? Yes, I’m curious to see what will happen to you,” it said.

“I can’t promise anything. I’m not that interesting, and I miss my people. Other Creators can’t replace them.”

Colin sank his feet in the soft ground at every step downhill. The mountain of melted buildings rose half as high as the One World Trade Center had been, numerous peaks showing up all the way to sea level. Without strange creatures around him, walking alone in the world's ruins, old Terra welcomed him again, giving him the apocalypse experience he always expected it would be. 

“What shape is the sky?”

A voice sounded in Colin’s mind, crystalline, making him flinch, expecting an incoming World Voice. He answered swiftly, “The sky is round.” He replied with an immediate reflex, and his prompt cooperation earned him a strange satisfaction. Someone had pressed a button from far away that discharged hormones in his blood stream.

“Thank you. And what is this annoying thing in the world? Are you running away from it?”

“I am, like almost everybody else. That is the thing that destroyed my world. Now I want to destroy it to have it back.”

“Good. Now that you’re opened, I can see that you’re Terra’s offspring, our new colleague. You’re looking for Mae.”

“And who are you?”

“One of your kind.”

OOOO came rolling from the top of the hill, striking Colin by accident with its uncontrolled body. It raised up and jumped around in excitement, while Colin recovered slowly and frustrated at reuniting with the creature so soon. 

“I heard a different voice! You heard that too, didn’t you?” it said.

“Yes, I thought it was the air, the ground, the World Voice’s twin, or whatever crazy thing you guys call Creators around here,” Colin said.

“You are correct. I am a Creator, and I’m buried under this hill. Could you please dig me out?” said the voice.

OOOO used its frenetic feet to make circles around the area. It climbed and descended the hill at constant speed, disturbed by the presence it couldn’t locate. Colin breathed slowly and cleared his mind from significant thoughts. Whatever that new Creator was, it seemed to read minds. And after facing KIII’s world, he wanted to avoid exposing himself.

“I thought you said Creators could only get stuck underground if they wanted to,” Colin said to OOOO.

“That’s true, isn’t it?” it said.

“I made a vow, you two. Creating, for me, is a spiritual activity. I’m not found of the physical world, and my body is merely a cage to my soul.”

“Then why do you want us to rescue you?” Colin said.

“Because I’m beautiful and you’ll enjoy admiring me.”

Vanity disgusted Colin. During all his life, his only pride resided in his capacity to follow other people’s guidance. His talents and abilities developed so little that he couldn’t hope to defend them. Artists, scientists, carers, nice people, loving, warm people, outgoing ones, funny ones, they all spoke of their capacity like giants. Colin did so about his work, but his work induced boredom to most, so he had strict boasting limitations.

“That’s something we can’t lose, isn’t it? Let’s dig our hole!” OOOO said.

“Wait, we don’t even know where it is! Hey, you there, how can we help you?” Colin said.

“Look deep into my soul and you’ll find me.”

“Ah, great ...”

A soul, to OOOO, meant food. Therefore, he imagined a probe which would multiply itself in the mud until it touched on nourishment, and once found, the winning clone would have to come back in a straight line up to get a soul of its own, right before melting down. It wished for it, and so the sky seemed to fall. Countless tiny misty spheres came down, penetrating the ground, and disappearing inside. 

“Is it talking to you? It’s silent for me,” Colin said.

“Yes, we are talking, aren’t we? It can’t understand me, though, and it thinks I’m ugly,” OOOO said.

“Not all Creators are kind then, right?”

“Kindness is a human concept, shared by some others, but not all, you see? Curiosity is more general, isn’t it? I’m ugly in a curious way, that’s what it's saying.”

“Should we really dig it up? It may not be good company,” Colin said.

“Every company is good company, isn’t it?”

A misty cylinder came out from the ground, its shape a nail, a nail piercing thin wood. White, shiny and a small sphere hanging on its tip. The shape opened up, empty. Its soul vanished, releasing the probe’s body to its imminent meltdown. OOOO’s bliss completed itself. It ran there to check on the hole, calling Colin to help it with the next phase of the plan. 

“It’s down there, you see? Now we just have to remove the mud.”

“If we wait long enough, this mound will melt by itself and the Creator will be free,” Colin said.

“That’s one idea, isn’t it? Another one is to craft a tunneling aid. Not one, actually, because they’ll melt quickly, so we need many of them. Digging friends, what do you say?” OOOO said.

“I doubt it will work in this world,” Colin said.

“You should try contributing to the solution,” the telepath said.

And it poked the right wound, for that simple sentence hurt Colin. In silence, bowing to the invisible reprimand, he watched OOOO’s creations swallow the land and evaporate after melting down, getting deeper and deeper at every death. 

In truth, Colin held no interest in the new Creator. He needed to be alone for a time. Even if he wanted, he wouldn’t think of any creative way of solving that problem. If it didn't come from Terra, what good would it bring?

 

OOOO’s digging creatures formed a huge pit. The deeper it got, the more creatures needed to be created, because the building’s debris melted and started to refill the valley. The telepath spoke to OOOO in conversations that entertained it and fixed an amused stare in its face. Colin backed away from the crater’s rim as it got bigger, until a vivid yellow dot showed up at the bottom.

“I see that the world is still ugly,” the new Creator said.

“Can you move? We’re coming for you, aren’t we?” OOOO said.

“Mind-reader, do you have a name?” Colin asked, joining OOOO’s descent with lazy steps downhill.

“I don’t need names. Call me Bibi if you want to, but I chose it at random right now.”

“You look pretty, don’t you?” OOOO said, seeing Bibi for the first time, at a distance, with any detail.

“I am. Didn’t you believe me? One cannot afford to be ugly when its inner world transcends the physical one.”

“Are we going to enter its world like we did with KIII?” Colin asked OOOO.

“You won’t! Don’t you dare compare me to KIII! It is a brute one, ugly, very ugly, devoid of delicacy, deficient in awareness. It can hardly control itself, how can you say it’s anything like me? Look at me, just look at me!”

They arrived at Bibi and didn’t find a body to drag. A yellow kite with delicate ribbons floated on a blue mist, but its image refracted and reflected light, a prism bending rays, scattering them all over. Colin approached the Creator and tried to touch it, to make sure that he interacted with an actual physical thing.

“You’re an illusion,” he said.

“The body is an illusion, although it is here. Existence is conscience and merely that. I won the battle against the world, I alone. It’s amazing to admire me, I know. Take your time.”

“Interesting ... Very, very interesting, yes ... I see ... Don’t you see?” OOOO said to Colin. 

“Let’s get out of here before we get stuck. Will you come with us or are you happy enough to let us see you for a moment?” Colin said.

“I will go with you, of course. You’ll benefit from it. But why don’t you say anything about me? Aren’t you glad to meet me? I can take a peek at your mind, you know that.”

“That’s unfair. Stop that, please,” Colin climbed the crater in front of the others.

“You don’t need to hide anything, do you? I like deep thoughts!” OOOO said.

“Are you aware of his Angeline?” Bibi said.

“I do! I do! Ha! That’s his human love, isn’t it?” OOOO stared at Colin’s angry face in amusement. 

“It is. An ugly person, even for a human, if you—”

“Everything is ugly, except for you, isn’t it? The amazing Creator, the delight to the eyes!” Colin said.

“I don’t like physical things. I prefer the other varieties of existence, if you wish to know.”

“Don’t you have a body? You exist as a physical thing too.”

“Unfortunately, that’s true. I tried to get rid of it, I did all I could. If my world hadn’t ended right when it did ... Anyway, it’s a complex issue. Much like your contradiction,” Bibi said.

“His contradiction? Please tell more, you see?” OOOO said.

“No, it won’t say anything. It must respect one’s privacy,” Colin said.

“Foolish talk. Creators have no privacy. His contradiction is that he is an inept person who spent his life without ever showing any creative talent, and he ended up being Terra’s Creator. I can see your fear of creating things here. You’re afraid your ideas will be too stupid and that we will laugh at you.”

“We will laugh, won’t we, but—” OOOO said.

“Could you please shut up and stay away from my thoughts? I didn’t give you the permission to do that to me,” Colin said.

“Do you want me to close my eyes to talk to you? How rude! You fear us, I see that. We’re not humans, remember. Looking at your soul is the same as looking at your face. Is that forbidden too?” Bibi said.

“It’s different. I can hide my thoughts with my body.”

“What a waste. See, the body is the enemy, I always say this. I know why you want Terra back.”

“I know why too, don’t I?” OOOO said.

“Yes, it’s not a secret, stop boasting,” Colin said. 

“You want it because you never had real friends. And you don’t accept us as friends,” Bibi said. 

 

They got to the crater’s rim. From there on the flowing matter led them down at ease, descending towards the melted city like lost wanderers. OOOO stared at Colin with the only sad face it could do, getting closer to Bibi to check its body, to see if it served as good material for fitting in. It didn't. 

“If you’re so into my mind, why don’t you answer me the one question I want to know from you, huh?” Colin said.

“Because I’d get there eventually. First, I wanted you to admit my beauty which you still didn’t do,” Bibi said.

“How can you not say it is so? It’s interesting, isn’t it? Few Creators are of its kind,” OOOO said.

“You’re vain and rude. That’s not beauty to me.”

“Rude? I’m sorry for that. I don’t see it the same way as you do. What I want you to admit is that your body is your enemy. It makes you hide yourself. And after so much hiding, look at what is left of you. A slave of your regrets, an ambulant fear. So what if your ideas are stupid? You won’t be alone because of that. You’ll be useless if you hide, only then. If you spoil something or contribute with idiotic contraptions, at least you’ll make us laugh. Admit it, then.”

“Admit what?”

“That your body is your prison. That you’re immortal now, and our kind has the natural duty of creating things. You can transform the world around you and heal—”

“Just tell me where Mae is, ok? Let me deal with my life, I don’t want your intrusion. When I get my world back, I can heal and change,” Colin said.

“I see,” Bibi said, patting OOOO’s mind with a request for compassion. “She’s exiled. You won’t be able to find her anywhere.”

“You know where she is. You’re a mind reader, and you don't respect intimacy. You can read her mind from here, can’t you?”

“I do, but she doesn’t want to be found, and I respect that. Maybe in her time alone she can also work on getting rid of her body. I’m supportive of that.”

Colin stopped walking. His face shone with the glow coming from the World Voice’s pillar. Although still far, it wandered closer than ever since their arrival in New York. Voices haunted him, either from the telepath, either from the monster that melted the world. Only from the content of each could he differentiate between torments.

“Everything I do is worthless ... Nobody likes me ... They forgot about me, all of them ... Is it all my fault?”

“How can I find her?” Colin said.

“You can’t. You must live with that. If you want your world back, you’ll be on your own,” Bibi said.

“OOOO, you’re with me, aren’t you?”

“I am, am I not? Yes, yes, it will be fun to see you living in my world!” it said. 

“We’ll have to make some noise. Maybe this way, instead of us going to find her, she will come to find us,” Colin said.

“You have a plan, I see. I congratulate you, because I believe you’re choosing the right way. You just don’t seem to realize it yet,” Bibi said. 

“You are ready to create more things and change the world, aren’t you? That will be very interesting!” OOOO said.

“Yes, yes, I will change it all. I’ll bring my world into yours,” Colin stared at OOOO, mimicking the creature’s amused smile. 



∙ 15 ∙ The good wall

 

 

The World Voice’s wanderings disturbed him, but Colin learned to flee from it with OOOO, running away unaffected. He had a particular spot set up for his reconstruction plans, and even though it melted continuously, he got better at every new attempt. At first, OOOO helped him the same way he had done with Crisalid.

“You can see a tree in your mind, can’t you? It grows so fast that its skin becomes cracked bark and then melts. It is thick, flowing all the time, but the joy inside it is always renewing itself. It enjoys watching things melt, even if it is just its own body. Give it some leaves that sprout the same way,” it said.

Colin wished for it, and trees showed up. They survived for a long time, its leaves melting so fast that he called them rain-trees. The World Voice swept the area. Colin and OOOO responded with a fast escape. 

Once back, the new species stood in stasis, nearly dead, and solid. He hugged the biggest of them, a rigid body the size of a house, a rare solid thing in that muddy world. He showered under the abundant flow of melted matter falling from the branches above.

“These are not the kind of trees you expected, are they?” OOOO laughed at them.

“Please don’t mock them,” Colin said.

“Why not? They are something else, they are not anything close to Terra’s trees, and you should—”

“That’s the best I can do, ok? Give me a break.”

”—and you should appreciate this fact, shouldn’t you?”

In an effort of imagination, Colin created one entire street. It had houses and two-story buildings, trees, and lampposts. He walked on it ahead of OOOO, to feel like going home again. The great pillar of glowing light loomed in the horizon, haunting the world alone, irradiating sadness that already worked on every wall and foliage of his creations.

“Let it melt. I’ll do it again,” he said.

“Why not trying something different?” OOOO said.

“Because I want Terra and nothing more. I need to get as close to it as I can.”

“Still, you’ll need to craft walls that don’t melt, won’t you?”

“Yes. The thing is, I have no idea of where to begin with that. A structure of Crisalid's kind will look terrible as a building.”

“I say it will look fun. A swimming pool of sad skin, right?”

He imagined Terra’s strongest materials and alloys, and all of them became fluid after just a few hours. In that world, atomic structure transformed itself, replaced by an unknown force of nature. A product of the strange interaction between the World Voice’s sadness and all else’s will to exist. 

A propaganda wall, why not? He wished for it, and it materialized. A hollow block of green, the color of hope, as tall as a giant statue. It rose at the end of the street just created by Colin, and it propagated a puzzling message: the world will get better after they die, so they should live to see it. 

At first, the wall's paradox hit every single atom of matter with doubt, rendering them undecided. They suffered from depression and wanted to disappear, however they also became intrigued to see what would come later. Matter froze all around the block, giving Colin and OOOO a good moment of stability. 

They sat at a front porch, close to the propaganda wall, on a wicker bench that reminded Colin of his grandparent’s house. OOOO followed him out of habit, because it didn’t understand the act of sitting, and it marveled at its friend’s efforts to recreate his land in a hostile world. 

“Haha, look at that! You can already see cities made of that block’s concept, can’t you?” it said.

“Do you think it would work? I still doubt it,” Colin said.

“Why? It is not impossible to find a solution in here, is it?”

“So far, that’s something I can’t prove. Everything I do fails.”

“That’s so interesting, isn’t it? It is a mark of your personality.”

“Good way of pointing that out. If people admired this, I’d be a big success back in my old life.”

“You were a success, weren’t you?”

“Not at all. Bibi told you all you had to know about me.”

“It was too little. I’m curious to know more, you see? Why must your new creations be so like your original world?”

“Everything is interesting to you, so why can't my creations be the same? Aren’t you the one who's never bored with anything?” Colin said.

“No, I know too many boring things, don’t I? You could become boring too, don’t worry. Right now, though, that’s not the case, is it?” OOOO said.

“Alright. Somehow, that makes me feel more comfortable. Look, you know I want my life back therefore my creations must be perfect. This is the only way I can have the exact same life. After that, maybe I can redeem myself with the others.”

“You want to create the same to live differently, don’t you?”

“Hm, something like that. I don’t know if I’d do things another way. I have all the power I could ever dream of, and, well, I don’t like it. It can’t give me other people to admire me. It can’t give me somebody I can love.”

“You can love me! And I admire you, don’t I?” OOOO said, fitting in.

“I know, but you’re not human. You work in such a strange way that ... that it’s just not the same. If I am worthy for some reason, only my equals can tell me.”

 

The hollow block of propaganda-emitting matter resisted even the World Voice’s sweeping passage. It bombarded the world with misery, and down there a pitiful box said that it would die. But, that it would be nice later, so perhaps it should stay and see how it would be. 

From that experience, Colin used the same material to craft his first super strong house, where he crafted all parts of its structure with the same principles in mind. 

Windows presented the biggest challenge, their transparent glass serving as a bridge between the outside and the inside, distressed by being in the middle of such a huge confrontation. They melted down fast, taking along their supporting frames. The world having no wind or insects, the lack of glass became an acceptable concession, thought Colin.

“Do you intend to live here?” OOOO said.

“I would like to. It makes no sense, though, does it?” Colin said.

“It doesn’t. You don’t need to rest, do you? You won’t die, you won’t have anything to store. A house is useless, isn’t it?”

“In my case, yes, and I don’t mind that. My purpose is to rebuild as much of Terra as I can in here, so that Mae can see it and come to me.”

“Why don’t you bring someone to live with you? Eventually you’ll have to create humans too, won’t you?”

“They will die in here—”

“Maybe not! You can try to protect them, can’t you?” OOOO said.

“If you think I can do it, I can try.”

“You should try, shouldn’t you? After all, you need to have them so that you can feel worthy, isn't that so?”

The floor where they stood trembled. The house’s walls argued among its molecules. A voice from the outside world told them that they were useless and were locked in a trap, and a voice from the inside asked them to wait for after their death. The enigma wouldn’t hold its power for long. 

“You loved Angeline, didn’t you?” OOOO asked.

“Well. Yes, I suppose you could guess that already. Do you know what I mean when I say love?” Colin said.

“I lived among humans, so I know it, don’t I? It’s an interesting feeling, and I like it. Why did you love her?”

“What a question! It’s not easy to talk about this, you know? She was nice to me, that was it. I once had to have surgery and stay away for a few weeks from work, and she was the only one who called me to ask how I was. She was also the only one to ever remember my name after our first introduction. She had patience with me, and gave me many chances to show that I can talk about new ideas too—”

“Tell me about your new ideas!”

“I can’t think of any, not for you. I did boring things back there, OOOO. Believe me I’m not the creative kind of guy. Not good at sports, not good at math, not good at art, not good at mechanical stuff, not good at dealing with people. So far, I can only deal with things that others already created. Arranging things, you know, managing projects. And it’s pretty boring, so I never have interesting things to say. Even so, Angeline understood me. Actually, I never was sure of it, because she was nice with everybody. But before everything melted down, she called me,” Colin faced OOOO's penetrating eyes, amused at its excited smile.

“And then? Tell me, what, what, what happened?” it asked.

“She called me and said that she loved me. So, you see, I wasn’t alone.”

“And you aren’t now either, are you?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Create her again! Even I want to meet her after that story,” OOOO said. 

 

OOOO’s proposal delved the depths of absurdity, and yet it spoke deeply into Colin’s mind. He imagined her, he wanted her there, and if he wished so, she would show up in front of him. An Angeline crafted from his memories, from his most secret desires, so close to reality that he had to stop and wonder whether that would be the actual self or a mere copy. If he kept his thought focused too much on that image, he could slip and materialize it.

“She’ll die and melt like all else. I can’t do this to her,” he said.

“You can protect her, can’t you? How about a special suit?” OOOO said.

“Tell me how, because I don’t know. A space suit? It’s a vacuum in here, isn’t it? And the air melts down too.”

“I can’t contribute now. I’m too curious to know what you can do on your own, am I not?”

“It would be nice to have human company around here.”

“You want her, don’t you? Think of her and wish for it.”

Colin did as suggested, picturing Angeline’s strong face in his mind. Curly black hair down to her back, small red mouth and a square chin, blue blouse, and violet long skirt with brown boots. On top of all that, a protective layer of a material ready to negotiate with the world, prepared to serve as a therapist to the depressed matter around it. On her head, a glass helmet, so that she could see him and they could meet again. 

She appeared in the middle of the empty house where they chatted, protected by propaganda walls, dressed to explore the moon, an astronaut from old Terra. Her protective outfit weighted heavily on her, making her crumble on the floor with knees bent sideways. Angeline lay down on her back, groping the firm ground with hands thickened by rigid gloves. She raised her arms and swung her body to the side, trying to turn around. 

Colin jumped there to help, touching her heavy suit with strength. He wanted to feel her skin, and although so close to him, she remained too far. He looked through her glass helmet and saw the face he so wanted to admire again. Angeline, there, more than he could ever hope her to be, the exact same person, no doubt of it. After all, it came from his mind, his materialized wish. Fake or real, her presence meant everything. 

“I am here for you! Are you hurt?” Colin asked her. 

She spoke without sound, her eyes opened wide, her mouth babbling nonstop, her pupils fixed on a point behind Colin’s head. She looked at OOOO, who watched their reunion in a state of complete marvel, not realizing the impact of its presence. Angeline folded her stiff arms around Colin’s waist, doing her best to hug him. He responded to her caress with moistened eyes, embracing her rigid suit with all his heart.

The house trembled again, taking Angeline along. She started to shake in unstoppable convulsions, staring at Colin while she screamed without sound and knocked her arms and legs around with violence. Her glass helmet melted down, exposing her delicate skin to the hostile world, and she suffered in Colin’s arms. He wished for a live Angeline, he wished for the end of that world, and it didn’t materialize. She melted down in agony, and the puddle of her flesh spread on Colin’s empty room. 

He stood up and shook himself to get rid of small chunks of her melted body, frantically pushing hands against his waist and legs. Rattling his wrists like a maniac, he walked in circles in the room, looking at the walls. 

OOOO took him in its legs and led him out, despite his resistance. Outside, Colin got down and tried to get back inside to mourn on Angeline’s mortal remains. The house lost its argument, though, and melted down, burying her in a mound of slime.

 

Time can’t heal those who don’t sleep and are never tired. Even so, Colin walked in a straight line, with an automaton’s blindness, looking for anything capable of releasing him from his disgust. The World Voice’s pillar wandered far and its voice spoke fair to him, he who dwelt indeed in a hell of a world and he who had nobody to talk to at a human level. OOOO herded him away from the pillar, getting in front just enough to make him change course. 

“The Voice has the void,” Colin said.

“It does, doesn’t it?” OOOO said.

“Is it a companionship in this world? Would it be possible for the Voice to realize that the void is the friend it wants so much?”

“The void could be a friend in some worlds, yes, but not in this one, you see?”

“We are the silly ones. When everything melts, we become one, full of friends, even with nothingness.”

“Haha, not with sad atoms, you see? The one thing they don’t want is friendship.”

“There are no shortcuts in here then. It’s either melting down or living in permanent frustration.”

“A good challenge, isn’t it? I’m proud of it.”

“What if I try again?” Colin stepped on the base of a steep hill. 

“I’d love to see how it goes!” OOOO spun its head while muttering its words.

Talking offered the healing Colin wanted to get from time. Angeline’s distorted face messed with his head, but if nothing else happened in his world, those visions would never fade. Thus, he stopped and crafted four walls and a ceiling around them. He made a window to let light come in, and covered the melted floor with the same material he had been using in his latest experiments. He wished for air at just the right pressure. The room filled in with an atmosphere of its own, a mixture of gas that exploded when in contact with the walls. 

The air would renew itself from a central spot in a constant pace, according to Colin’s idea. He then thought about a cockroach and it materialized. The insect ran on the floor and climbed up until it touched the ceiling, falling down in the shape of melted chitin. Colin wished for thicker walls, and he increased the air renewal’s speed. He created a mouse and watched as it moved around with curiosity, stopping at every corner to investigate a possible escape. 

OOOO approached the little creature and put one of its cylindrical legs in front of it to see if the mouse would climb on it. It struggled to get up, and when it reached OOOO’s layers of tissue at its chest, the animal jumped down and ran the opposite way, scratching the wall in an effort to reach the window. Happy with his creation's fate, Colin introduced a cat in the room to see nature being itself. 

“I am lost forever ... Nobody will ever find me ... I can’t do anything in here ... I’m so miserable, so alone ...”

The great pillar approached. OOOO crafted a pressure-free door in Colin’s room and fled, pulling him along. They left together, running away from the danger he knew so well, but not before enclosing his prototype with another layer of therapeutic matter. The cat and the mouse stayed alone in the storm, while OOOO hopped fast with Colin on its lap.

 

After the tempest, they got back to the room and entered through newly crafted passages. The cat had survived, crawling out of balance, although still alive. The mouse disappeared, a pile of fleshy stuff on a corner the likely outcome of its body. Melted or disemboweled, one couldn't tell at a glance.

“You can try again with your beloved ones now, can’t you?” OOOO said.

“I’m afraid. We can’t be sure of the harm done to the cat. What if its mind is altered?” Colin said.

“Make an even more reinforced shelter, and build it underground, why not? That’s extra protection.”

Colin’s eyes glistened with the idea. This time, Angeline wouldn’t need a space suit. 

 



∙ 16 ∙ Underground

 

 

Hiding underground proved useless against the World Voice. Its great pillar penetrated down to the dead planet's core like a hot knife cutting through butter. The Voice weighted upon every atom, echoing its distressing calls through the whole universe. Different materials, dotted with resilient personalities, yes, psychiatrist walls, they received the burden of sadness well, their depth making little difference. 

Colin’s current underground shelter had five layers of such walls, some with vacuum in their gaps, some filled with the completely dejected matter from OOOO’s fountain, remade just for this purpose. The inner rooms formed a small town with a few streets and cubicles for houses and buildings. A vast warehouse sheltered all these constructions, squarish, long, heavy columns supporting its ceiling, the black sky. 

Entirely in the dark, Colin managed to create a power source and turn it into light and heat. Supposedly a nuclear reactor, he had no idea of the workings of such a construction and couldn’t hope to recreate a precise one at that, but he wished for power and he got it, no matter how magic or absurd his contraption was. A river of crystalline water flowed in the middle of the major street, coming from a spring that had no explanation other than spontaneous apparition. He wished for it, and it materialized in place.

Aware of the differences from the Terra of his dreams, Colin settled for cheap and lazy solutions that didn't live up to his expectations. The ecosystem created a limited balance, insufficient and ugly. In part, he regretted falling for that idea. If he didn't attempt it, though, he would have to spend all his time looking for Mae in a vast, dead world. 

“You’re stressing too much, aren’t you? You could well create humans that don’t need any water or light. You have this power, you see?” OOOO said.

“If I do that, they won’t be humans anymore. They have to need what they’ve always needed,” Colin said.

“You can make that too, can’t you?”

“It’s not about them, don’t you understand? It’s about me! I need them to be what they were. Otherwise they won’t be the same, and I’ll get as much satisfaction from them as I get from you Creators.”

“Which must be a big satisfaction, right?” OOOO stared at him with a proud smile.

“Not yet. I need to show them that I can be an interesting person too.”

“You are one, aren’t you? Go on and show them!”

“I will. And I must ask you, OOOO, to please let me alone in here. They will freak out if they see you. I’ll visit you up there when everything is alright, ok?”

“What a pity ... I can’t even stay hidden somewhere, can I? No?”

“Sorry. Go back to your world and create your things. I’ll tell you how it goes.”

OOOO left by a hidden passage that cut through all layers of protection and led to the upper world. Colin checked the underground city in the search for cracks, leaks, and melting. The cats he had created ran through the streets and climbed on trees, benches, and even lampposts. Life followed its path in that world for the first time without fear or sadness. The sky loomed above, a dark ceiling, his world a big box, and he felt as if he was inside a bunker. He called a cat and his voice echoed endlessly. The city's atmosphere allowed the next step.

In his chosen house, he took the fragments of his parents' photo from his pocket. Little remained from his reconstruction, but it sufficed. He knew very well what he wanted. They were Francisco and Sarah Zanetti, his father and mother. He imagined them and wished for their existence. 

They showed up in his room, sitting on the couch. They read on their cell phones, a day like any other, resting at peace. Colin's clock struck nine, their relaxation time. 

Before going to them, holding his excitement, he imagined his work crew and Angeline, and he wished for them. They materialized in another part of the city, where they would live from that moment on. He waited to meet them the next day, when he'd go to the office and see everybody again. 

“Aren’t you tired of standing up like that?” his father Francis asked.

“Yeah, sit down here with us. You’re not growing any more than that,” his mother Sarah said. 

“I’m not tired. I spend the whole day in front of a computer. I need to stand up more,” Colin said.

“OK, but it’s weird to see you there like a statue. Is everything alright?” Sarah said.

“It’s getting better. I ... I’m thinking of—”

“You know what, I’m not alright.” Francis put a hand on his forehead, looking at his wife. “I feel terrible. It’s so warm today, don’t you feel it? My head hurts a bit. What do you think it could be?”

“Why, how can I know? Is it just a headache? Did you work too hard today, did you eat well?” Sarah said.

“It was a normal day. But I don’t feel well. I’m sad, and it’s weird.”

Sarah stared at Colin, smiling at his contracted face. She stood up and went to the living room’s cupboard, positioned in a different place from their original Terran house, and yet she knew the exact spot where to look for medicine. She took two pills and then filled a glass of water in the kitchen next door. She sat down again and they both took the medicine. 

“I’m not so well either. What a strange day, isn’t it? Maybe it’s the weather. I don’t like it when it’s warm like this. We feel like doing nothing all day, right?” Sarah said.

“Yes, is it sleeping time already? Oh, so soon ...”

“Mom, dad. You just need some rest. You guys are great, ok?” Colin said. 

They returned his compliment with gentle nods, unsure of what else to do. Their family avoided explicit displays of love, much less coming from their son. Both stared at him with a thankful smile, opening up a space on the couch, patting its fabric with wide palms.

 

Colin watched as his parents slept early, complaining about the lack of signal for their cell phones. Their gadgets got stuck on an internet page and couldn’t move on. In a world without radio waves or fiber optics, Colin created a random content generator to fulfill their media. Magic, once again. 

He regretted having created night, because he lay down on his bed and couldn’t sleep. Staring at the ceiling, he saw it trembling at many spots, tiny earthquakes. Paying attention, he heard faint whispers hitting his mind, hypnotizing him:

“...  Alone ... this terrible world ... somebody, anybody, please ... worthless, the worst of all ...”

The night struggled to pass. Colin looked through his window, down to the street where Angeline resided. They lived so close to each other, and the world slept in such deep a silence, that a thought tempted him: to go there and talk to her. He craved for human drama, for worries of mortal people. If he did that, though, he wouldn’t be the Colin that existed in old Terra. 

 

Morning came with breakfast created by him on the kitchen table. Without farmland, without industries, without any complex ecosystem, all food depended either on spontaneous creation or on his deliberate will. 

He pretended to eat alone, expecting his parents, who used to leave their bedroom early, and didn't do so that day. Worried, he checked on them and saw that they lay awake under their sheets.

“We won’t go to work today, son. Life’s too short for that.”

“Yeah, what’s the point? We deserve one day off. Why don’t you stay with us?” Sarah said.

“No, I want to go. Mr. Alden’s got new projects these days, and I have to help him. But you should get up and do something. You’ll only get lazy if you stay there like this.”

“We’re enjoying life a little bit more, don’t preach at us. Get to work then, go make your boss richer.”

“Sarah!”

Under the sheets, lazy, rested his parents, those who birthed him, Colin felt it in his heart. That thought gave him confidence to leave for work. Despite his fear of finding the World Voice leaking into his town, he would take care of them later, when he got back home. 

Opening the door to the office, all his old work mates greeted him with their usual silent nods. He put his backpack under his table, sat at his computer and turned it on. Jason, two chairs next to him, frowned at the screen, clicking nervously with his mouse. Without an actual internet database, Colin had to craft a very limited global network based on the people created and their interests and browsing habits. People came into existence already adapted to this, but they still found conflicts with some inconsistencies. 

Not finding any new tasks in his projects system, he went to Mr. Alden’s room. Never had he gone there with so much joy as on that time, not scared of unemployment nor shame. His boss' words would reach his ears with the charm of true bliss, his greed for human contact excited to the point of absolute happiness. The man ate a bar of chocolate while reading an online newspaper. 

“Good morning, Mr. Alden.”

“Morning, my boy”

“There’s nothing on my system today. Was it erased by accident?”

“Forget about the past. We have this thing here now, come take a look, or better, just take it with you and start working on it,” he said, giving Colin a pile of papers. “This is our life now, so make sure we can make it on time.”

“Thanks, I’ll do my best, sir.”

He gave Colin a major signage project for the whole town, financed by Mr. Alden himself. Colin read each briefing paper with amazement, surprised to see new content independent of his will. He created a world and that world now had a life of its own, adjusting to its own needs according to basic principles. Fascinating as it was, it also meant hard work. The demands would put the team under strain.

The door opened and Angeline entered the room, late as usual, always running. She smiled at Colin, but she drew her eyebrows together, embarrassed. Sitting down by the computer at his side, she stared at her screen, waiting for the machine’s initialization in silence, stiff and contracted. She glanced at him from the corner of her eye and tried to break the ice.

“I couldn’t find a bus today. Had to walk, sorry,” she said.

“It’s OK, don’t worry. It’s good that you came,” Colin said.

“Thanks. Is everything fine with you? Your face is different.”

“Is it? What is wrong?” He touched his forehead, looking at his finger.

“Nothing, you just seem ... happier than usual. What, aren’t you going to tell me the good news?” She nudged him with her elbow. 

Colin laughed, “You’re seeing too much. It’s a beautiful day, that’s it.”

“Beautiful? My God, it’s so ugly out there! I’m telling you, Colin, you have a way of looking at stuff that nobody understands.”

Her joyful smile melted his heart. An immortal, at last, reaping the rewards of creation, reacting to a dialogue that ran out of his control. Angeline, alive and well, restored to her marvelous self. Jason, behind her, shook his head at their small talk, and the colleagues behind the other computer screens gave no signs of life. 

“What have we got for today? Mr. Alden told us yesterday we had something grand. I’m not in the mood for working much, I admit, so take it easy on me, please,” Angeline said. 

“It’s a big job, you’re right. I’m still reading it, though. Do you want to help me? If you’re not busy with something else, of course,” Colin said.

“Nah, the internet is strange today. Nothing interesting, and I’m quite sick of it. Of everything, to be honest. I’d better spend my time talking to others, otherwise I’ll just head back home and ask for a leave. Let’s see what we have here, I’ll help. It’s design stuff, isn’t it? I can help.”

“Yes, apparently we have to make signs for the whole town. Buildings are still unidentified, and it’s funny, I never even noticed that!”

 

At the end of their first project pass, Angeline herself got scared by the amount of work. She would have to do extra hours every day, for sure, and leave her personal projects once more on standby at home. 

Colin spread out all their duties, he divided them between all designers, he even calculated the costs of freelancers with the budget available. The solution came as overwork. A restaurant worker knocked at their door with lunch. They ate in front of their computers, some watching videos, some listening to music. 

“This way I’ll never finish my story. I think we should ask for more time, don’t you agree with me? Mr. Alden’s the boss and the client in this case, so what’s the rush?” Angeline said.

“Maybe ... Maybe I can talk to him. We should have more time for ourselves, because I want to read your story.”

“Are you sure? You didn’t seem very excited when I showed you my first sketches. Good calligraphy takes time, and not everybody appreciates that, so maybe it’s not the kind of thing you like. No problem in that, I just don’t understand why you’re asking me again.”

“I want to look at it with fresh eyes. This time I’ll know what’s interesting when I see it,” Colin said.

“Well, if you say so. The thing is, I’m still far from finishing it, and I always take work home with me, and it’s killing me. I’d say it’s a consequence of bad management, if you weren’t my friend.”

“I’m not like that as a manager, you know that. What can I do if Mr. Alden makes all decisions? He’s the boss.”

“Oh, chill out, I’m just teasing you. It’s the job that sucks, that’s the truth. Solving humanity’s problems? We could do that. Instead, we’re making disposable stuff. It’s worthless.” Angeline touched her food with a lazy fork. 

Her words slapped Colin's face not once but twice. “Worthless” echoed in the land by the World Voice's pain, and to hear his beloved one speak of a similar frustration signaled red alert. The town leaked, creations lived in constant peril. He imagined extra layers, he imagined himself recreating each person continually until the end of that horrible world to escape his loneliness. 

Colin talked to the others, assigning their tasks. Angeline finished her lunch and got to work, filled with activities. He spied often on her, hoping to see her smile, happy to be again by her side. She labored seriously, however, focused on the screen, hypnotized by its glow. 

After one hour, she stood up, walked to the small kitchen on the back of the office, and didn’t return. Worried and curious, willing to have some time alone with her, Colin went to the kitchen. 

She cried over the small table, her hand pressed on her forehead, her eyes staring at the wooden table, her mouth twitching. He approached the chair in front of her with silent steps and sat down, touching her shoulder. She looked up at him and turned her face sideways, ashamed of her situation.

“Let me help you, please. What can I do, just tell me?” he said.

“God, I feel awful. I don’t know what you can do. Probably nothing. I just feel ... bad. Useless, like trash. I hate this job, I hate this company, I hate this life. I wish I could just get away!” Angeline said. 

“Calm down, ok? It’s just a job. I’ll talk to Mr. Alden and see what we can do to decrease the workload on everybody.”

“It won’t change anything. Come on, Colin, can you tell me that you’re happy with your life?”

“After a long time, yes, I am now.” He looked at her with watery eyes. 

She analyzed his emotional answer and instead of forcing her grief on him, she expressed a secret wish, “I want to run away. Would you come with me?”

“Angeline, I want to stay here. Stay here with you. You’re just having a bad day. Tomorrow you’ll be feeling better, trust me.”

She nodded in agreement, swallowing her honest desire. Looking him up and down, she bit her lips in disgust. They got back to the computer room, each taking care of their assigned duties. 

 

Home, at night, Colin crafted food on the kitchen’s table. He imagined it for the entire town, and so it materialized everywhere. Francis and Sarah wore nothing but their underwear, and both stood under the shower. The water fell on their wet hair, a tiny waterfall bathing them.

“You’re wasting too much water, you two. Come on, it’s dinner time!” Colin said.

“We’re not wasting anything. Water is infinite, and it’s so good,” Sarah said.

“Leave us here, please. We have nothing better to do,” Francis said.

“Aren’t you hungry? Don’t tell me you stayed under the water the whole day!”

“We’re not, and yes, we did.”

Colin turned off the water in the bathroom, under the lazy eyes of his parents. He feared an aggressive reaction, although they were docile. Without water, they left the shower and descended the stairs, dropping water on the floor, zombie-walking. Sarah smiled when she saw the big pizza Colin had cooked for them, being the first one to cut it into small pieces. 

“That’s a beautiful pizza, son. You made it yourself?” Francis said.

“Yes, I hope you like it. Go on, sit down, let’s eat together.”

“Haha, sure, sure, we’ll eat it, you’ll see ... We’ve nothing better to do, or do we?” Sarah said. 

“I’m not hungry, I told you already,” Francis said.

She threw a piece of it on her husband’s face. He took the same piece and did the same to her. She laughed, taking small pizza squares and using them like stones, running around the kitchen to escape Francis’ revenge. He fought back with a serious man's rage, his attitude as childish as his wife’s. 

“What’s wrong with you guys? You’re wasting food! I’m getting worried about your sanity, I really am,” Colin said.

“You know what, life sucks! We’re going to die anyway, we’d better laugh at it,” Sarah said.

“Dad, even you are entering this madness? Help me here, come on,” Colin said.

“I’m trying, son, but she’s too much for me! I’m fighting back, believe me, I am.” Francis held four pizza squares before throwing another one at Sarah. 

Colin watched their food war immersed in defeat, his face sinking onto the table. They had wrinkles, they had wet hair, their underwear dissolving, slimy. The World Voice got to everything, melting everything down, their minds going first. 

When they stopped, Sarah went to a corner of the room, lay down and began to sleep. His father went to the opposite corner and did the same. Two animals gone crazy, two victims of the pervading wind of sorrow and misery that haunted that world, no matter how strong the protection around them. 

 

During the night, he heard the World Voice’s laments and he wished that he could talk to it the same way he did with Angeline. Hours elapsed before he could account for the damage caused to his self-esteem, because in the end, he didn’t want to get out of bed. The next day at the office, Colin feared the world. 

Two people skipped work, making the office emptier than the day earlier. As Colin walked past the door, a grave shout greeted him:

“Colin, come here now!”

He went to Mr. Alden’s room, aware of his immortality, yet shaking. The man’s angry voice had the power of authority, being Colin’s superior on all fronts. 

“We’re damn late on the schedule already! Where are the roughs I asked you for yesterday? Everybody went home and left nothing for me to see? I want to see it now, do you think I’m joking? This is urgent stuff, OK, urgent stuff! Quit being an amateur and start acting like a serious person, for God’s sake.”

“Ther ... there was nothing in the papers indicating th—”

“Shut up! Just shut up! Get those papers you took from me and do something useful for once.”

The real world, in his face, scary now, in the underground city, scary then, in old Terra. Mr. Alden imposed himself, the absolute boss, arousing fear and shame in the same intensity he'd always done. Colin got back to his computer and Jason, two chairs next to him, sang a melancholic melody using the World Voice’s words. 

“I’m worthless and alone, the world is burned and gone, send to me some company, get me out of this agony ...”

He sympathized, but he had hopes. His heart warmed all of a sudden, with Angeline's arrival. Late as usual, embarrassed, she wore the same clothes from the other day, the smell of sweat and bad breath following her body. She entered the room while locked away in her own world, quiet even while her computer started up. Colin, by her side, waited for her to settle down, and she did so without giving him or anybody any attention. 

“Do you still want to run away, Angeline?” Colin whispered to her.

“I tried it,” she said. “The world didn’t change.”

Her eyes burned with angst, wet and reddened, the eyes of a person who'd spent the whole night awake. The town was tiny and Colin imagined her walking every street alone and stopping at every dead-end. If he knew that, he wouldn't have lay down on his bed listening to the World Voice all night long.

“This is a worthless life ... How could someone do this to me ... To create me just to watch me suffer ... Who trapped me in here?”

It had an impact on the recreation of his life, out of his control, slowly corroding the ones he loved the most. Another day inside their safe haven, how far would their madness advance? If he wanted success, he had to fight the Voice’s power. 

“Run away with me, Angeline. We can go anywhere we want.” He whispered again.

“I don’t believe you anymore. You’re more in love with your job than with anything else,” she said.

“That’s not ... that’s not right. Angeline, please ... Angeline, I love you.”

She breathed heavily, turning her face to him. She pressed her eyes, investigating his face's contractions, looking for sincerity. At that stage, her distressed countenance expressed misery in levels Colin couldn't begin to fathom. He waited for her reaction, caressing her curly hair that fell disheveled on her shoulder.

Angeline stood up. She went to the kitchen area and locked herself in the small bathroom, walking stiffly like a stone. Colin watched her go and waited for her return, as his job had lost all meaning. The circumstances became too strange to allow for mundane worries. She came out after two minutes, carrying several curls of her black hair between fingers. Her head lost its harmony, deformed by the awkward cuts she inflicted on her strands, shaved into baldness on one side. She delivered her cut hair on Colin’s computer table and got back to work. 



∙ 17 ∙ Mad creations

 

 

Colin’s wardrobe melted first in his bedroom. He opened it in the middle of the night because he heard noises, and its door crumbled, detached. It fell to the floor, dissolving into a soft mass of molten wood. To have it back, he could simply imagine a new wardrobe and wish for it. He did so, and it showed up intact again. To do the same for his confined world's melting people, though, involved a moral harm he couldn't handle. 

Like a corpse in his coffin, Colin waited for the passage of time on his bed. His parents slept on the first floor, each at one kitchen corner, and every time he tried to take them upstairs to their room, they got back to their chosen spots. He spent the hours looking through his opened window. The night in there grew to become an evening in a big warehouse, quiet, wide, jailed.

He heard noises in front of his house. Banging sounds got closer to his bedroom, coming from outside. A hand showed up from beneath the window, soon followed by Mr. Alden's head. Colin stood up and stared at his boss, helping him come in. 

“You should be working, what the hell are you doing here at home? Am I paying you to sleep, hm, is that how you treat me after all the trust I had in you?” Mr. Alden said.

“Sir, it’s 2 am, speak quietly, please. You can’t expect me to be at the office at this time,” Colin said.

“You dropped your responsibilities, you abandoned your duties, that’s what. You did nothing of what I asked you to do, and you think you can get back home and have sweet dreams while I can’t get any sleep just thinking about your inaction? No, I’m going to take you back to work right now, yes, you owe me this one, let’s go, move over, you’re going to show your worth now.”

“OK, OK, Mr. Alden, I’ll go with you, just calm down. Here, I’ll show you the way out of the house, there’s no need to jump out the window.”

They left through the porch, after silently walking downstairs to avoid waking up Colin’s mad parents. The street slept in dead dreams, empty, an abandoned scene. The boss went ahead, leading his employee, his true leader's shoes crushing the concrete at every step. 

Few light splotches highlighted the sky's black ceiling, lampposts shining with the strength of fantastic energy. Roads opened in broad gaps through houses, devoid of cars. Trees on the sidewalk stood motionless under the windless atmosphere, their thick leaves giving them a fake look. Feet banged on the asphalt, a promenade in a huge echo chamber. 

Mr. Alden stopped in front of Angeline’s house. It had only one floor, its main window slid sideways. He put his head inside and soon entered with his whole body. Colin grabbed his shirt to hold him back, scared at the man’s invasion.

“You’re breaking into people’s houses! Someone will call the police,” Colin said.

“They’d better call, so that they may know my employees walked out of my company and refused to comply with our contract. They’d better call the police, they better—” Mr. Alden said.

“Can’t you just wait for the morning? The world is not going to end until then, you know that!”

“Nobody’s sure of that,” Angeline said. 

She watched TV in the room next to them, awaken. Her partially cut hair dripped on her shoulder, tomato sauce decorated around her mouth, and her eye bags pierced her skin to the depths of her brain. Mr. Alden marched towards her, took the remote control from the couch, and turned the TV off. In the dark, Colin turned the lights on.

“Get to work now. Now! Go do something with your life, young lady, you’re wasting it in here,” Mr. Alden said.

“I don’t care about that job. If you want to stay here, sit down, and let’s chat, but don’t you dare speak of work to me. I’m sick and tired of that crap,” Angeline said.

“Worthless chatting, what a stupid idea. Get up now, come on, Colin is coming too, let’s all head back to the office and take care of the accumulated stuff you left in there.”

“No way. I quit. You can have your dumb job or find another idiot to do things for you. Are you happy now? Good luck with that project, you’ll need it.”

Mr. Alden pressed his lips and clenched his teeth, shaking his head to reprove Angeline’s behavior. He turned his back on her to leave the house, calling Colin to go with him. She turned the TV on again and invited Colin to stay.

“Leave him alone. He’s crazy, and life’s too short to work on useless projects. We can talk if you stay.”

“Don’t listen to that witch! Look at the state of her, such a dirty woman, I bet she hasn’t showered for days. Let’s get to work, Colin, let’s keep the world moving.”

Colin followed his boss out of the house. They walked together for one block, then they parted ways, Colin sneaking out of the man's sight. He wouldn't go to the office with him. 

 

To go to the world’s surface, Colin headed to the main street's end. He turned right on a dead-end path, surprised by all the trash someone had placed in there. Pulling broken chairs and rotting food, he cleared the passage to a hidden door at the town’s wall. He then climbed the steep stairs, opening and closing all the intermediate barriers he crafted to avoid the leakage of his own world into that of OOOO. 

He hoped to see a blue sky, the Terra of his dreams, because living again with the people from his old life had a nostalgic effect in his mind. Purple dominated the vastness of space, though, even without air to give it color, for the void itself was tinged that way. 

Colin came out from a hatch on the melting ground and met a wide expanse of flattened land in all directions. The buildings and mountains that still resisted before he took shelter in his safe haven had crumbled, and their semi-liquid remains flowed through new rivers of sadness. 

Slime disgusted him, gorging on his feet, it disconcerted him. He halted to look for OOOO’s presence, and he began to sink, falling prey to quicksand. To avoid getting trapped, he wandered aimlessly. 

Far to his right, big gray stones raised from the surface, covered in mud, under the World Voice's great pillar. On the horizon, the world's rugged surface felt the pressure of gravity and its indentations leveled down. To his back, the biggest mound his eyes could see had two black dots on its top. He ran there.

At the mound’s base, Colin waved at the figures at the top, flailing both his arms in a vain attempt to be seen. He made his presence known not by his sight, but by mere existence. The telepath found him. 

“Here to rejoice in the beauty of me, at last?” Bibi said.

“I need to talk to OOOO. Tell it that, please. It must help me,” Colin said.

“We’re playing a game now, sorry. Come here and tell it yourself. Perhaps you can join us.”

“I have no time for games.”

“Yes, you do. We all do,” Bibi said. 

Colin reached the top with difficulty, slipping at every step, using his hands to find more support. His fingers sunk in the mud, which he used as clamps to help his climb. Near the summit, he heard his companionship's excited words. 

”—immaterial swimmers feeding on falling grace,” OOOO said.

“Grace blocker through hellraising,” Bibi said.

“Pulses of hyperactivity to cause overexcitement and self-implosion.” OOOO noticed Colin’s arrival.

“Perpetual leapers of—”

“Look who’s back! You came to share your creations, didn’t you? Tell me, tell me all about it!”

“We were playing here. Don’t interrupt us,” Bibi said.

“I didn’t interrupt anything,” Colin said.

“I did it. We can continue later, can’t we? Let’s just give it a break for now. How is new Terra going?” OOOO said. 

“Fine, fine. People are still alive, everybody is taking care of their business. But I need to ask you something, and—” Colin said.

OOOO interrupted jumping around in excitement. “It must be fascinating, must it not? When can I go there? I want to see it.” 

“Listen to me, I have an important request to make.”

“Yes, please! It’s so interesting, isn’t it?” OOOO touched Colin, trying to fit in with him. 

“I want you to abandon your world. Could you do that for me?”

Bibi’s kite spun on itself, followed by the stretching of its ribbons. Each little piece of its decoration painted the blue mist around it with movement. Beautiful, unique, that gentle manifestation of its weak physical existence stopped the Creator’s dialogue. It penetrated their minds with an imperative saying.

“OOOO’s world deserves more. It still didn’t reach its apex. Far from it. I’m in touch with many other Creators, and they want it to go on for now.’

“Yes, you see? I can’t abandon it now. The World Voice is very interesting, isn’t it?”

“But if you don’t give up on this hell, I’ll never be able to have my world back—” Colin said.

“What do you mean? Don’t you have your small town now?”

“It’s crumbling. People are getting mad, it’s not the Terra that I wanted to have. As much as I try to shield them, the World Voice always finds a way. It’s melting them little by little.”

“You said they were fine, didn’t you? You lied!” OOOO said, shocked and amused.

“I did.”

“I knew he was lying,” Bibi said.

“Creators don’t need to lie do they? Why did you do it?” OOOO said.

“I’m sorry, OK, I’m sorry!” Colin said. “I failed at my project, once again, like everything I ever tried to do, and I didn’t want you to know it, ok? It was bad enough to be human and suck at every project I ever put my hands on, it’s even worse to be immortal, have power, and still suck.”

“He’s being honest now,” Bibi said.

“This is too interesting, yes, I have to see it, I have to!” OOOO said. 

OOOO’s face glowed with blue, his eyes switched focus from Colin to what came behind him. Colin turned around to see it too, and the great pillar took a third of the sky. 

“I can’t do anything right ... I’m so worthless ... Have mercy on me and kill me ... I beg you ...”

They jumped in fright and ran downhill, fleeing from the World Voice’s sweeping pain. Colin grabbed OOOO’s neck straps while it hopped at great speed. The glowing pillar bombarded the exact area of his safe haven. 

 

The hatch’s outer shell became one with the melted ground. Colin found it only by reference to the tall mound where OOOO and Bibi played their game. It didn’t resist the World Voice’s intensive sadness, and to think of the underground’s fate made him sick. He would only find out his town’s destiny once inside. 

“You’ll let me in this time, won’t you? If you don’t, I’ll be sad, very sad, and you don’t like it, do you? To see others sad?” OOOO said.

“If someone is still alive down there, and if they see you, they’ll get scared. We didn’t have creatures like you in Terra.”

“Yes, you did, didn’t you? Don’t lie again, you see? They will have fun with me, I promise.”

“Hm. OK, I’ll let you come with me. However, after you see the damage your world is making to mine, you’ll have to give up on your world. Do you promise me that?”

“Of course not! You’re not the only Creator, are you? We all want to have worlds of our own, don’t we? You see, you have to accept it,” OOOO said. 

“Just take a look at it and think about it. I trust you have compassion in that strange mind of yours.”

Colin opened the hatch and went inside the hallway leading to the stairs. OOOO went along, closing the door behind it. The steps remained still firm, hanging on to their weight in good cement slab fashion. 

Nearing the town’s entrance, they heard noises. Colin opened the hidden door, making no effort to conceal his friend’s scary face. OOOO entered the town, marveling at the huge warehouse-like confinement of that small world. 

A cat jumped on the street, half melted, agonizing from rashes on its skin, screaming in pain. They watched the animal’s contortions on the asphalt, until it saw them and ran away, leaving a trail of blood in its path. Colin felt a chill in his spine, scared to think of the people. 

They walked past all the houses on the main street. OOOO got closer to many of them, curious in front of new toys. It took a peek at those individual realities to admire the World Voice's impacts on so many unique creations. Colin shouted at it, pushing it back to stay with him, keeping it out of other people's disasters. He led OOOO to his office, so that he could test the effect of the other Creator’s presence on the ones he cared less about. 

Going through the office door, they found the computer room resting empty, the screens turned on and the chairs messy, as if people had just left the place without minding disorder. Colin knocked on Mr. Alden’s private room and opened the door with caution. 

“How dare you come back here after all you did to me? I’ll kick your butt, you—” Mr. Alden began to say, advancing with anger towards the entrance. He then saw OOOO behind Colin. “Ah, I see. You were out to get us a new designer. OK, now you’re talking, that’s the spirit, my boy. This one has many arms, it’s double, triple the production! Great, and I was starting to be disappointed in you, oh, sorry for not putting more faith in you. Now get to work! What’s your salary, new one?”

“Me? I’ll do it for free, won’t I?” OOOO said.

“Ah, haha, oh boy, that’s it, that’s what I like, I see a great future ahead of you, my fellow ... my fellow ... hey, what should I call you?”

“OOOO, with the teeth, like this, you see?”

“Never mind, just get to work, and welcome aboard! We’re busy now, it’s hard work up here, you came into the eye of the storm, I’ll be honest, it’s going to be a rough ride, and you won’t get paid, but you’ll do good, and Colin here will help you, he’s a great project manager, anything you want, just ask him, ok?”

“OK, let’s get to work!” OOOO turned around and hopped among the computers, not having the least idea of what to do. “You’ll teach me what I have to do, won’t you?”

“Yes, he will, yes, he will! That’s the spirit, I like you,” Mr. Alden said.

“And I like you too!” OOOO said to him. 

 

Two computers broke down in the first ten minutes of OOOO’s disastrous attempt at work. Colin first tried to dissuade it from that idea, pulling it out of the room. 

“Can’t you see? Mr. Alden is mad! You shouldn’t comply with him, because his request means nothing relevant. I only showed him so that you can see the pain you’re causing.”

“Just create what he wants and he'll be happy. Why don't you do it?”

“I want to live like before, and I didn't do things by magic in Terra. I want good, honest work, not madness.”

“It is fun to be with mad people then, isn’t it? He seemed like a great creation to me. Let me work,” OOOO said.

“No, it’s not fun, it’s awful, and sad. I’m glad he’s not melting down yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”

“Work, work, work, show me what I have to do, I want to try it!”

Arguing with OOOO turned out to be impossible in its excited state, thus Colin helped it with a computer. Its feet crushed the mouse, so tough and clumsy that the keyboard broke at every hit. Nothing stopped it, though, to the point when it hit the screen to touch what appeared in there.

“Give me another one, I’m getting good at this, am I not?” OOOO said, breaking everything.

“Can I lie?”

“Of course not!”

“You’re terrible at this.”

“That’s your way of seeing it, isn’t it? Others would love to see what I’m doing.”

When all the computers suffered destruction, torn to pieces, Colin refused to create others for OOOO. To direct its curiosity surge to more urgent matters, he proposed a visit to his house, to meet his family. OOOO hopped in the room, thrilled with the idea, anxious to see and touch all creations of that amazing town. It jumped on the street under Colin’s guidance, spinning its head in full circles to admire every small detail in that black and green scenery. 

 

Sarah read on her cell phone, sitting in the kitchen’s corner. She noticed the new people in her house from the corner of her eye, not moving her head to acknowledge their presence. She had a sick tone to her brown skin, starved tissues peeling off, and her bones protruded through her thin muscles. Big chunks of her curly black hair lay on the ground next to her, she wore nothing but her underwear, and she smelled of urine. 

“Mom ... where’s Dad?” Colin said.

“He disappeared,” she said, looking down. 

“You should get up and take a shower. I’ll get you something to eat, ok?”

“Shut up, leave me alone. Don’t you see I’m reading?”

“Yes, she’s reading, isn’t she?” OOOO said in her defense. 

Colin investigated the house, looking for his father. He had vanished. Through his bedroom window, he could see the whole town, a small place to hide. OOOO stayed down in the kitchen, watching Sarah’s meditation on her cell phone, making small noises to see how she would react. She didn’t react. 

“This is hell ... This is really bad, how can I live like this?” Colin left the house, beginning his search for Francis.

“You’re complaining about the best things in a Creator’s life!” OOOO said.

“Hell, absolute hell. They’re all going to die again, and it’s my fault, all because I can’t do anything right, I’m worthless, yes, I am.”

Before OOOO could reply, they arrived at another house, where Colin entered without even knocking. He crossed through the opened door, into a dark chamber, illuminated by a flickering light coming from the room next to the entrance. A TV screen agonized in light and color, in front of which Angeline still watched the same program from last night, still dirty and lazy. 

She saw OOOO come into the living room and jumped in fright. At last someone still human, thought Colin, about to explain to her the nature of OOOO. She knelt in front of it and raised her arms to the ceiling.

“I’m ready, you can take me,” she said.

“You want to fit in?” OOOO widened its eyes and opened the greatest of its smiles.

“Stop it, Angeline, it’s not here to take you. I came to see how you’re doing, to see if you need any help,” Colin said.

“I need this creature’s aid, and that only. You’re death who came to take me, aren’t you?”

“Ah, no, I’m not death, am I? I’m OOOO! I like to fit in.” It approached Angeline with its spidery body, enveloping her dirty face in its colored straps. 

She accepted its gesture and hugged it, while Colin watched their caring interaction at a distance. Powerless, clueless about any course of action, he decided to wait.

“Not as good as dying, but at least it’s something. How many legs do you have? Hm, let me count them with you. One, two, three, four—” Angeline said.

“Five, six, seven, eight, nine. Nine legs, isn’t it?” OOOO said.

“Yeah, amazing! Are you from this town? Because I never saw you before.”

“No, I’m from the upper world. You’ve never seen it, have you?”

“I haven’t. I want to go there. The upper world is heaven, right? Funny, I thought it didn’t exist.”

“It’s not heaven, haha, it’s very different, and very interesting. Isn’t it, Colin?” OOOO said, bringing him into their conversation.

“It’s a terrible place, Angeline,” he said.

“Oh, I want to see it! Take me there, my new friend, show me how it is up in your world. Let’s run away together!” Angeline said.

OOOO, holding her on its lap, spun its head in Colin's direction. Speechless, it looked for words special enough to convey the immense joy flooding its mind. It spoke in a trembling voice, as close to crying as its kind could come to:

“It’s a marvelous world, right here. Why do you want to destroy it now?”
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The town lived. Its fate comprised two choices, however: either melting down eventually or disappearing by Colin’s will. Unable to cope with the idea of losing his beloved ones again, he set himself on a healing path. The fact that they came to life as products of his own will mattered nothing to the case. Deep down, that depressed and dirty Angeline contained the same essence of the one from old Terra. 

“My parents are in trouble and I can’t take care of them. I need your help. Would you come with me? That’s how we run away,” Colin said to her.

“Why don’t they die now? It’s the best we can do. It’s worthless living in this place,” she said.

“We can change it. If only we get back to our normal lives, it will all get better. We need to occupy our minds with productive thoughts, instead of just waiting for the end of the world.”

“Oh, is that so? Alright, you’re the wise one, aren’t you, the responsible one. I’ll help you out, yes, let’s take care of your parents. Then I want to see how we’re going to take care of you,” Angeline said.

“What do you mean? I’m the least important one at this moment.”

“I think it’s the contrary, Colin. You’re the worst of all.”

OOOO watched their dialogue, leaning right then left on its feet, capturing every angle of their confrontation. It listened in joy, armored against the World Voice's faintest whispers. It followed them out of the house, walking across the street and two blocks away. A dead cat lay half melted on the asphalt. Fond of that town, still discovering its characters, even OOOO wanted to help Colin avoid the melting in there.

Sarah sat motionless on the floor, staring at the door. Her son and his friends entered it, and she showed them her powerless cell phone. It fell on the floor and spilled liquid silicon from the recharger’s hole. Staring at that small disaster, she dropped her hand on her knee and started to cry. 

“Mom ... Mom, don’t cry. Here, we’re all here for you, we’re going to help you. You have to eat something, I’ll get you some bread.” Colin raised her by the shoulder to make her sit at the table.

“Do you know what I want?” Sarah said.

“Tell me. I’ll give you anything you need,” he said.

“To die. This life is shit,” she said.

“I’m with you, Mrs. Zanetti. Perhaps you could run away with us too. We’re looking for a better world,” Angeline said.

“The better world to me is heaven. That’s what I want. Can you take me there?” Sarah said.

“No, I can’t. But our new friend here can.” Angeline shook her head and pointed her chin at OOOO.

“Me? I want to learn from you, I’ll go wherever you go, won’t I? I’m not here to lead,” OOOO said.

“Eat this, it’ll be good for you, mom, stop talking about these silly things. You need to feed yourself, to have a good bath, and then get back to work or something. You have to do stuff to stop being so lazy.”

“You eat this crap! Leave me alone. I’m trapped in hell ... I’m tired of being so useless.” Sarah banged her head on the table with so much strength that Angeline closed her eyes, afraid to see blood. 

“No! No, you’re not useless! You’re a great mother, a wonderful wife, you sacrificed your health to work and get money to raise me, mom, I love you, please, you are a—”

“I sacrificed myself to raise a man who’s as useless as I am,” Sarah said, a drop of blood falling on her eye. She banged her head again on the table, cracking the depressed wood. 

All eyes turned on her, waiting for her recovery. The remaining hair on her head dripped down in liquid form, clumped together, and then flowed down her scalp.

She melted down on the chair, contaminating the wooden table with her condition's misery. 

Angeline, for the first time watching death, savored Sarah's disappearance with alert eyes. Colin, desolated with his mother’s dissolution, hoped for a hug from Angeline, and didn’t have the courage to ask for one. OOOO smiled and held its laugh. 

 

Colin held the funeral with a mere moment of silence. Sarah’s remains mingled with the furniture, losing any reference to its original content. Flesh became one with wood. She could live again, if Colin so wished, she could live forever in an unending cycle of integrity and dissolution. He considered the thought, and that made him calmer, until the World Voice spoke in the depths of his mind, tormenting him with the usual lament. He had to change the world back to its original constitution. 

His father Francis had disappeared, according to his mother’s saying. Nobody could hide forever in town. Colin left his house for one last time, leading his friends in the search for his father. 

“OOOO, you search that half. Angeline and I go to the other, ok? If you find him before we do, keep him safe and wait until we find you.”

“What is keeping him safe? When you die, you are safe,” OOOO said.

“Don’t let him meltdown or die in any way. Cheer him up, immobilize him, whatever it takes to keep him out of harm.”

“Got it!” it said, hopping away from them.

“Is this your help?” Angeline strolled along the street with Colin.

“I can’t think of anything else. What do you suggest? Just tell me, please, and I’ll do it. I’ll do anything to help you!” Colin said.

“We need to abandon this life. You can’t cheer people up and expect to save them if they hear they are worthless everywhere. We are alone in here. Even though we fight to keep together, the pressure around us is too strong, it tears us apart. There’s no point in living this way.”

“I know, I know. You’re thinking like this because the world is really messed up right now. I’m trying to fix it, OK, I want to help. I am your friend, we are in this together. I already said I love you—”

“You say that like it makes things better,” she said.

“Ah ... I’m sorry.”

Angeline locked her eyes on Colin, a security camera following a suspect. He didn't react to her teasing, didn't fight for her, didn't show his readiness to create a new world together. But he peeked through windows, knocked on doors, searched every street and small alley for his father, avoiding contact with her, ashamed and scared, lost in the game. 

“I found a door on the wall. You didn’t search there,” she said.

“It takes us to outer space. It’s deadly to enter, so stay away, please,” Colin said.

“Your father is nowhere around. Maybe he went through it.”

“Maybe. If he did, he’s dead already.”

“Well then ... the search is over?” 

“In this part of the town, I guess. We have to wait for OOOO. Before we look for it, though, I think we should try to help Mr. Alden, since we are so close to his office.”

“No way! Stop obsessing on that man!”

“He’s the only one who doesn’t accept the world’s end. He works hard to make sure that everything keeps running smoothly even in troublesome times. We have to help him finish his project,” Colin said.

“That’s true, and I know why you love Mr. Alden more than your parents, more than me, more than anything.”

They walked despite their argument, attracted to each other because dialogue distracted their minds from the World Voice's constant cries. Colin struggled to keep his head up. His failures in life weighted upon him, pushed down both by the words of misery pervading that universe, and by his beloved woman's daring attitude. His only comfort came from the fact that her indignation would at least turn her thoughts away from melting down. 

“You do, don’t you? Tell me why, show me the truth I can’t see,” Colin said.

“Because you can only have fun with Mr. Alden. You’re really great buddies, aren’t you?” Angeline said.

“That’s nonsense. I have much more fun with you than I do with anybody else. Look, I know that you love me too, ok? So why are you being so harsh on me?”

“I do, I love you, that’s right.” She pressed her lips together to clean the tomato sauce still stuck to her skin. “And yet, you want to help Mr. Alden, instead of running away with me. That’s not flattering, alright? Why is it so hard to abandon that stinking job? It’s a worthless occupation, Colin.”

“That’s not ... no, not for me.” He paused for a few seconds, staring at Angeline to admire her messy frame. “Don’t you see? That’s the only place I can be useful for something. I can’t do things right, I was just not born with any talent. At least with Mr. Alden, I get to work on creative projects without ... without having to be creative anyhow.”

“This world in which you live ... in which you think you live, my love, this is a terrible world. Why don’t you change it? You’re much more important than you believe you are,” Angeline said. 

They heard clapping sounds coming their way, the street behind bustling with life. The only noise in the silent town, and as it approached them, they waited for its arrival. OOOO showed up, hopping at a gentle pace, promenading at leisure with its springy legs, even when it saw Colin and Angeline staring at it on the sidewalk. It offered them a big happy smile, funny with its pointed teeth separated widely from one another. 

“I found your father! He’s a tall man with no hair, isn’t he? Skin darker than yours?” OOOO said.

“Yes, he is! Where is he? And why are you not there to protect him?” Colin ran towards it. 

“You shouldn’t worry, should you? He’s melted down already.”

“Oh, no ...” Colin took the strike of bad news, remembering his parents' disappearance in old Terra at the apocalypse.

“I want to meltdown too,” Angeline said.

“No, not you, please stay with me!” Colin hugged her. “Where did you find him, OOOO?”

“He was on the top of a big house, throwing tiles at the town’s ceiling and then at me, when I showed up. I played with him for a while, didn’t I? Yes, I thought he would be happy to hit me, so I became an easy target and laughed at every tile striking my face. But it didn’t help, did it? No, he jumped down all of a sudden and stopped moving. I got closer to see him better, and he soon began to melt, you see?”

Colin shook his head, looking for angry words. “Whose fault was it?” he managed to say.

“The world’s fault,” Angeline said, walking her own way, turning her back to both.

“That’s not enough. Yes, the world is bad, I agree. There are too many challenges. We can try to resist it, though, if only we focus on what we do best,” Colin said.

“You don’t believe it yourself,” Angeline said. “I want to be free from this world. I’m going to get rid of it right now.”

“Amazing, isn’t it? How are you going to do that?” OOOO said, excited at the human’s imagination.

“I’m going to jump too. It will end then, and I’ll be free.”

“I won’t let you do that, Angeline! Stay here with me, talk to me. We can live, even under the worst circumstances, if we work together.”

“No, we can’t.”

“Yes, we can! If even a stupid, boring, useless person like me can have a salary and people to love, just think of what someone like you, who’s so creative and nice, can do,” Colin said.

“I don’t want to work, damn it! I want to run away.” Angeline fled towards a house.

“You’re losing yourself.” Colin went after her. 

She punched the front door, racing through the living room faster than Colin, jumping over half melted furniture. Jason, from work, lay on the stairs to the second floor, unconscious, his body starved. Angeline ignored him to reach new heights, going to the first window she found. She opened it wide and stepped out, ready to fly, when Colin grabbed her by the waist and interrupted her jump.

“You’ll only hurt yourself. Even if you want to disappear, it’s not high enough in here,” he said.

“It’s good enough to meltdown. Let me go!” She struggled against his embrace. 

“Not until you calm down and think about your madness. This is not who you are, Angeline.”

“Who are you to tell me who I am?” She stopped her fight, turning around to face him with a stern look. 

“I am the one who can’t afford to lose you.” He spoke with difficulty, bewildered at her dirty skin, the awful smell of her breath, the creepiness of her destroyed hair. 

Angeline subsided, although thunder still haunted her thoughts. She was worthless, so alone in that miserable world, and all she wanted was a way out of that hell. The World Voice spoke the faintest whisper of truth, a source of such omnipresent torment that one trusted its sayings wholeheartedly. She got out of the house between Colin’s arms, rejoining an amused OOOO who watched their play on the front yard, an exclusive view to the window of her attempted suicide. 

“She’s incredible, isn’t she?” it said to Colin.

“Yes, the most incredible one,” he said, hoping to smooth her madness.

As soon as he released her from his embrace, she ran away again, and because of her mortality, and because she could get tired eventually, she ran faster than Colin, for the termination of her life depended on her speed. She looked for the end, and the end would forgive all pain and misery. 

Colin shouted to convince her to get back, at the same time allowing her to go ahead, unwilling to constrain her to his intentions. She became a lost case, another World Voice's victim, and he prepared himself to watch her imminent disappearance. 

Angeline went straight to the forbidden door, the one leading to outer space. She grabbed its handle with rage, spinning it down with one hard push, frowning, a girl taking shelter in her bedroom after a fight with her parents.

Colin and OOOO zipped past the door after her, climbing the stairs. Up ahead, beyond the passage to the upper world, Angeline moaned in agony. She stopped her ascent, kneeling down on the steps, suffocating. Her skin swelled, reddened to the point of exploding. With goggled eyes, she stared at Colin’s incoming presence and banged her head on the ground as many times as she needed to hurt herself and give the definite sign to her body's atoms: she had given up of existence, and so should they. She melted down after spasms of pain and exploding rashes, becoming fluid flesh that flowed downstairs. 

 

Opening the hatch to the upper world, Colin didn’t care about closing it back. The first strong step out of the haven got him stuck in the surface's mud, from which he tried to release himself with another harsh one. 

OOOO walked in a graceful multi-legged ballerina routine, slapping Colin's face with a sight of delicate efficiency. Calming himself down, he made an effort to lighten his feet and move again, freeing himself. 

“Lovely creation, isn’t it? That small town of yours, that is very interesting! I want to go back there and see what will happen with all the others. You want that too, don’t you?” it said.

“I already know what will be their fate,” Colin said.

“Tell me!”

“They’ll melt. Everything dies in the end, right? Even us.”

“Us? You mean, us Creators? Oh, no, we don’t die in the end, do we?”

“If I want to, I do, isn’t that what you said to me?”

“Yes, I did, didn’t I? But ... but that’s not something we want to do ... is it? To die?” OOOO lost its smile. 

They reached the huge Lower Manhattan mound's base, a big hill made of melted compounds from the old engineering marvels of Terra. Colin climbed it and that path seemed natural even to OOOO, who would reunite with its new friend Bibi, the telepath, at the top. Curious to learn of Colin’s intentions, it gave him time to do as he pleased, only a tiny bit concerned about his talk of Creators dying in the end. 

“You’re not going to do it, human,” Bibi said, finding Colin with its far-reaching mind.

“I am, and you know it. And you also know that I have nothing else to do,” Colin said.

“What? What is he going to do? Tell me, Bibi, I want to know too, don’t I?” OOOO said.

“He’s going to share it at his own will,” Bibi said.

At the top, the great World Voice's pillar owned the horizon. Far from the Creator’s mound, it swept the planet and dissuaded all worldly things from any worthy activity. Colin clenched his fists, bathing in the bluish glow of the creature’s light. 

“Come take me! I dare you making me more miserable than I already am. Come, hammer me down with your distress! I doubt you can do worse than I already have. I’m not afraid of you, not anymore! It’s a challenge, come and bring me your rage” Colin shouted out loud, punching the vacuum at every sentence, his eyes intent on the great pillar far away.

“You can’t talk to the World Voice ... Can you? It won’t listen to—” OOOO tried to say.

But Colin ignored OOOO and raised both hands to the World Voice: “Come melt me down!”

 



∙ 19 ∙ Failed therapy

 

 

The World Voice roamed the land unabated, immune to any creature’s cry. The loneliest of beings, designed from birth to suffer that terrible fate, it moved on the world without notions of distance nor direction. No other voice could hope to compete against it. Still, Colin tried, shouting out until forced to change attitude. He could listen to it in his mind's dim chamber. 

Considering all his actions in both current and past lives, he had plenty to wail about. His thoughts fueled the fire that melted down an entire universe. Looking down, shutting up, he focused on the voice that never abandoned his brain's depths, the constant companionship that reminded him of his existence's poor state. 

“I can’t do anything right ... Nothing good can come out of me, or of this world ... I am so alone ... I’ll forever be this worthless thing ...” he murmured.

Self-deprecation became prayer, sadness his state of mind, closed eyes his mourning ritual. He repeated sentences in sequence, calling for old regrets to resurface and help him give up of all his energies. 

“Stop that, Colin. You are a Creator now, you have no reason to fall into this trap,” Bibi said, reading his thoughts.

“If I didn’t have any reason, I wouldn’t fall into this,” Colin said.

“I can distract you from the Voice when it’s far from us, like I’m doing now. You’re not thinking of loneliness now, are you?”

“I ... I am ... Not in thoughts, but I feel it. You can’t stop me.”

“And you can’t lie to me, so enough of this silliness.”

“We can’t afford to lose Creators, can we? Stay with us,” OOOO said, joining the verbal exchange. 

“You have one easy way of saving me, and you know what you have to do. Yet, you refuse to do it,” Colin said.

“What? Giving up my world? That’s not fair, is it?” OOOO said.

“Neither was destroying Terra.”

“You are wrong. OOOO did nothing unfair. That’s the way of the Creators,” Bibi said.

“We have to create new worlds, don’t we? To try new things! It’s either that or eternal boredom and the end of everything, you see?” OOOO said.

“I already saw the end of everything. For me, you can all disappear just as well.”

“Foolish talk. I know quite well how you regard us, don’t lie,” Bibi said.

“Then what do you want from me? Huh? Why do you think I’m willing to face the World Voice and let it melt me down, if it gets to me?”

“I understand your reasons. You just lack maturity, and that’s why OOOO can’t let go of its world only to save you. You are the one who has to learn that other worlds are possible, and that you can appreciate them too.”

“You like interesting things too, don’t you? See?” OOOO said.

“If I disappear, it will be due to the World Voice’s acting. And you will be the one responsible for it. You’ll have to live with the death of a Creator, because I’m not backing down on my decision, not right now. If this miserable creature wants to compete for sadness, let it come and take me. We’ll see who’s worse off.”

OOOO spun its head in full circles, nonstop, its eyes spiraling. It had no eye lids, it couldn’t blink, and to signal its sadness, it had to rotate its body parts. The weight of a lost friend would be too much for it to take. 

“Play a game with me, will you? Yes, you see? You are in a place that has no sky.” OOOO fixed its goggled eyes on Colin. “It’s a place that has no surface, no water level. It knows no liquid or gas, only solid and intrasolid, doesn't it? You are alone in a chamber of void, surrounded by rock that is not rock. It is a reactive being, the compound of what the entire world is made of, isn't it? You are in there, aren’t you? You see another one like you through a hole in the rock, one who’s also alone like you, who looks just like you. What do you do?”

“I have no idea. What are you trying to get from me?” Colin said.

“It’s only playing a game. Play it,” Bibi said.

“I won’t, I’m not in the mood for that,” Colin said.

“Yes, you are. Play it. Answer it.”

“What if I don’t?”

“The World Voice isn’t coming your way. Play it while you wait for your big confrontation.”

“Just answering it? Saying what I would do? Well, I’d try to talk to the other person, of course.” Colin shook his head, speaking in a disgusted tone. 

“The other one answers you. What do you want to tell him?” OOOO said.

“Ask him how we can get out of that chamber.”

“He says you can try to enlarge the hole.”

“How? What tools do we have at hand?”

“Nine bendable, cylindrical, slender legs.”

“I see ...” Colin looked for inspiration in OOOO’s body capacity. “I insert all my feet in the hole and then push them apart.”

“The hole gets wider. You can cross to the other chamber. You and the other one are together. He becomes attached to you, fitting in between your legs.”

“What else is there in the chamber?”

“The rock surrounding you moves around, leaving small holes here and there. As it moves, a new small chamber shows up, and it’s got an eater in it.”

“An eater? What, is it a creature?”

“It’s something that makes things disappear.”

“Can I manipulate it? Because if I can, then I grab it with care and push it against the rock to dig us a tunnel.”

“You and your friend take it with care, but it eats one of your legs. Your friend laughs, and you feel a good tingling.”

“OK, keep digging in a straight line.”

“There are no straight lines in the world. You do your best to go ahead. You find another chamber, with three others just like you.”

“Are they smiling?”

“Yes, they are smiling and laughing at your missing leg. They are coming at you.”

“I try to fit in with them.”

“They fit in with you. You are now five of a kind, in a big chamber with many small caves,” OOOO said.

“I get away from them and use the eater to dig through one of these caves,” Colin said.

“You dig a hole, but the rock moves over you and crushes your body. You die.”

Colin flinched, picturing his death in that strange world. Transported to a whole new place by the mere power of words, he lamented once again when called back to his reality's hell.

“Your friends widen the holes towards your digging and find your body. They watch as you regain consistence and get back to life. They all laugh at you and fit in.”

“What? That makes no sense. They’re laughing at my death!”

“And fitting in with you. What do you do now?”

“I don’t care. Is it so hard to understand that my world is the only place that made sense to me? This world of yours, this ... Creation, or whatever, is interesting, yes. But it’s not Terra. It has nothing in here for me.”

Colin turned his face to find the great pillar of glowing light. He gave his first step downhill, sliding on the mud to walk towards the World Voice. It seemed closer than before, the large column wider than when he got to the mound’s top earlier, which gave him the impression of it approaching his way. 

The game played with OOOO distracted him too much, making him forget about the new pain of losing his parents and Angeline, of giving up, of his whole plan of making noise in that world to call Mae’s attention to him. The prospect of ever finding her became now so bleak that the weight of eternity disabled him and destroyed his motivation. 

OOOO hopped behind him, not willing to let him walk to his possible doom unaided. Bibi went along, invading his mind to try to fight the World Voice’s power. While it did that, the Voice itself went further from them, diminishing in size on the horizon as its pillar swept over immeasurable distances. 

“You are too much in a hurry, aren’t you? Let’s play more, let’s create things! You’re good at this, you should—” OOOO said.

“Just let me go! I need to face it. I’ll show the Voice who’s the sad one,” Colin said. 

Watching its target get impossibly far, Colin thought of a small airplane. He wished for it, and it materialized in front of them. It had simple controls, it had the capacity to roll over muddy terrain, it had rocket engines to fly in vacuum. 

He made its frame from resistant material, always ready to negotiate with the sadness around it, a better world to be seen after death. OOOO and Bibi hopped into the machine, following Colin, both scared and thrilled to see him so dedicated into carving his own disappearance.

“Yes, create things, you like this, don’t you? Please don’t go to the World Voice, you’re too sad and won’t survive it, will you? Let’s fly around the world to see the ruins,” OOOO said.

“In his head, I see no turning back,” Bibi told OOOO. 

The airplane flew slower than the great pillar, but their directions converged, as the World Voice changed its path and came towards the group of Creators. Its power grew stronger at every minute, taking its toll on the machine’s integrity.

One engine melted down, making them spin on the rocket's axis, and soon enough the whole chassis disintegrated, releasing its cargo on the empty void of space. The dominant world belonged to OOOO, a world whose rules included gravity, a force that affected all Creators who complied to it. Thus Colin, OOOO and Bibi fell from a mountain’s height, spinning uncontrollably in front of the glowing column that took a quarter of the sky. 



∙ 20 ∙ The World Voice

 

 

Loud shrieks pervaded the impact ground, as Colin, OOOO and Bibi rolled on melted land, fallen from their disintegrated airplane. The World Voice irradiated its powerful sorrow through every pore of their mystical bodies, and each of them suffered its presence. Bearers of minds, creatures of mood swings, none of them lived safe from misery. 

“Run! Run! You see, out of here, all of us!” OOOO shouted.

“Not one word ... Not one soul to greet me ... Who did this to me? Why ... Why ...”

“I have no chance against it, it’s too much! We have to get away! Take Colin! He’s not moving,” Bibi said.

“Life is meaningless ... An illusion ... When will I wake up ...”

“He won’t go, will he?” OOOO struggled against Colin. “Run, run, we can’t stay longer!”

“I’m never going to be happy ... There’s no winning ... There’s no way out ... It only gets worse ...”

“Let him be, that’s what he wants!” Bibi said. 

Colin rose in front of the pillar, digesting the depressing bombardment taking over every cell in his body. OOOO and Bibi fled at high speed, hopping and hovering above the slime, until finding a big hill from where they could keep an eye on Colin, who stood in the middle of the World Voice’s roaming circles. It struck him with the full strength of its voice.

“I am a nobody ... A pitiful man, a useless human ... I am the only of my kind, the unlucky idiot who got the chance to see his beloved ones die twice ... They are gone, and I’m here forever ... No, I won’t be here forever, I have nothing to gain ... My parents disappeared in the first life, then got mad and killed themselves in the other ... Angeline melted down at first, and then exploded and melted down again ... I created them, I brought them to life, knowing that they could go wrong, knowing that I can’t do anything right ... And how could I get things right this time, of all others ... I can’t, I couldn’t, I could never ... My beloved ... Oh, the loved ones who didn’t really want me ... No, not my parents, not Angeline ... She didn’t wait for me ... I had to sacrifice for her, because she wouldn’t do the same for me ... She went to the beach, instead of spending her last moments with me, and she dared to say that she loved me ... Only because she was scared ... That’s when people remember me, when they have nothing else ... When everybody is gone, when I am the only one left, then I am worthy ... But I am not, not even being the only one of my kind, I can’t do things right, I can’t ...”

He fell on his knees, weakened from inside. Something in his guts collapsed, unable to hold him up longer. His knees plunged in the mud, but his spine held him straight. He looked down, blind from the intense pillar's shining, watching a festival of regrets screen in his mind. 

“If I am near mountains and birds, I am still alone ... They all chose to desert me, to meltdown and escape the world, the world they shared with me ... Only because I was there they did so, because who wants to be with me anywhere ... I am just a scene prop in the backdrop, something that is always there and of which nobody takes notice ... Angeline loved me out of pity, she was only interested in being nice to others ... I could be anything, I could be the one everybody hated, the one everybody admired, the crazy one ... But no, I was the forgotten one, the one so bland and banal and disposable and replaceable that it was worse than being hated ... I was a nobody ... I am a nobody ...”

 

When Colin was thirteen, he still liked to play catch with his friends. They would go to the riverside and run after one another, touching the fleeing ones to pass the catcher’s burden. They often improvised with throwing balls or rubber bands, performing roles of police and thieves. In a group of nine boys and girls, Colin was the oldest and slowest one, entering his teenage years and not realizing it. He had no one to push him further in the expectations of his age, and so his still infant friends leveled him down.

Tensions appeared in the group as the young ones developed their bodies, finding in love a natural interest. From one day to the other, the group forgot about playing children’s games. Those who discovered the pleasures of going out with girls and boys soon dragged those who insisted on playing, finding a new realm of activities much more rewarding to their excited senses. Only Colin didn't get a warning or invitation, the weird fourteen-year-old who still liked children’s stuff, the creepy stooge. Nobody remembered to bring him up-to-date with adolescence. 

In High School, he sat in the middle of the class, he had decent grades, he played sports according to the rules, he didn't amuse anybody, and also didn't annoy them. The world moved around him and he tried to be a part of it, always one step behind. In his second year, he had appendicitis. After a simple surgery, his scar got a minor infection and he had to stay a bit longer away from school. 

Two weeks without classes, he squirmed with anxiety in his bed, worried about accumulated homework. Some classmate should tell him about the things he missed, or any school employee, so that he could get back on par with the rest. That’s what always happened to students who needed to catch up with the schedule because of unfortunate events. 

Nobody contacted him or his parents, though. At the time of his return, the school supervisor greeted him with surprise. He didn’t even remember that Colin still studied there. 

Love became a big motivation in High School. He dreamed little, attracted to beauty in the popular girls, yes, for his senses responded to ordinary impulses like any boy, but he dared approach only the ones away from the spotlight. Liliana, with the big nose and the double chin, who walked with elegance and told endless jokes, owned his teenage heart. She wore shiny red lipstick, the sole trace of vanity on her face, a detail that filled her image with charm. Her highlighted lips inspired in Colin a first urge to write a poem. 

Consumer of popular prose, occasional reader of mandatory poetry, words had a flavor to him. Choosing combinations after a beautiful sentence, creating rhymes to make musical verses, for hours his attempt at literary craftsmanship amused him and gave him a taste of creative pleasure. His efforts bore no fruit, though, because he showed it to his mother Sarah before daring to give it to Liliana, and she laughed so sincerely at his text that he recoiled like a snail in his shell. Sarah tried to minimize her reaction, at the same time unable to lie, poking at his already injured feelings. 

At least he had Clarice. Three months before graduating from High School, he took the courage to talk to her more frequently, and they matched well. Colin never had many interesting things to say, which rendered him fit for being a good listener. In order to survive in the social world, he had to make people want his company, and letting others talk about themselves proved the best way to get that. He had his first kiss with Clarice, and he found love and happiness, knowing from the beginning that she would move to another city for her college studies.

They kept in touch by phone and on the internet, until classes took all their free time and, six months later, all communication ceased. He saw her pictures on his Facebook timeline, always curious about her new experiences and friends. Did she think about him as much as he did about her? He said hello, and she said, “Colin who?” 

During college, he found in part-time jobs the best way to leave his mark. If he missed one day of work, he would be charged, and what a blessing to be remembered! He took a series of six-months contracts in countless companies during all those years, learning enough to be good at something in life: managing other people’s production. 

With such an occupation, people talked to him actively and vice versa, and thus he became capable of having his one true friend in life, the one who remembered him when he missed an appointment, the one who did so without being his boss. Angeline. The one who called him to say that she loved him before melting down, the one he would never be able to have again if Terra didn’t come back, and, by the look of things, Terra would never come back. Doomed to eternal loneliness, he drowned in the unbearable sea of his regrets.

On his knees under the World Voice’s great pillar of light, his t-shirt melted down faster than his pants, flowing on his skin like spilled juice. His chest hair disappeared, and his eyebrows dripped on his eyelids, thickened by his melting hair. The film of his failed life looped inside his head, and as it did so, it took pieces of Colin's own matter away with it. 

 

“You can reach him, can’t you?” OOOO said, on top of a hill, staring at Colin far away.

“I do. He’s retelling his life with a focus on misfortunes,” Bibi said.

“The World Voice blinded him, didn't it? You have to show him that he is more than that, you see?”

“It’s too loud. Even if I can talk to him, I’ll be a faint whisper against a giant speaker.”

“You have to try it! He’s melting already, isn’t he? Give him reasons to exist.”

Colin sunk deeper in the mud, bending his head down. He let go of his arms, becoming unaware of their connection with his body. They hung from his shoulders in the shape of long tails. 

“You are a failure, yes, you are right,” Bibi said to Colin, entering his mind during a moment of pause from his sad thoughts. “You lost good opportunities, you never had a chance to develop your creative potential. By letting life slip by, you became a reactive force, a human against change, ready to defend until death the only space of peace you could find. Even that wasn’t enough to stop you from failure, because when the world ended, you lost the only thing you knew how to do, and all the rest scared you. That’s why you are a failure, alone, miserable, and pitiful. Does it make sense, Colin? I am talking to you. Do you hear me, Colin? Answer me, I need your voice.”

“That’s not ... that’s not very helpful, is it?” OOOO intercepted the message with its unlimited curiosity, closing its teeth in front of its mouth.

Far from their mound, under the sweeping pillar, Colin babbled an answer to the voice he assigned to the World Voice itself. He thought he'd entered a new stage of his progressive dissolution, rejoicing with his equally sad company.

“I hear you,” he said.

“Good. But you are a Creator now. You are blaming yourself for not being remembered, for not showing any particular talent, and now you have it. The supreme talent, that of creating whole new worlds. Wish for it, and it all becomes real. You have to agree with me, I urge you to do so: you can only be a failure now if you refuse to create. You have a power. Use it. If you don’t, then you can be miserable and worthless,” Bibi said.

“Tell him that creating doesn’t cost him anything! It’s free and easy, isn't it?” OOOO said.

“This world which you despise, this hellish place where beloved creations melt and disappear, this will also find its doom. Don’t you want to stay here to watch it go? Don’t you want to be the one to bring it down, to wait for its crumbling and say good bye to the World Voice's unending torment? It can all be yours, Colin. You have power. You are only a failure because you want to be, and that means you can choose not to be one right now,” Bibi said. 

“So much power ... For so little imagination ... I want what I had, only that ...” Colin said.

“You can have a world in which you are the only useful one, in which you are king! Or one in which nobody is more important than anybody, where losers and winners don’t exist! Or one in which losers are the successful ones, and winners are the shame! If your life is such a failure, then why don’t you use this power to change it?” Bibi said.

“I want friends ... real friends ... that’s some worthy thing only if I don’t control them,” Colin said.

“I am your friend!” OOOO said.

“And I can be one too. We won’t forget you. That’s not a promise, that’s a fact. This is how Creators are,” Bibi said. 

 

Those voices reaching out to Colin’s head mingled in the soup of his mind. Thoughts became tactile experiences to him, sounds that shook his body and tore pieces of his flesh. He saw colored waves vibrating after every word, infinite spirals swallowing the ground where he sunk his knees. Who were those that remembered him, that fought for him? Was it the World Voice? The one so sad and alone? Did it like him? Did it become his friend? 

He had trustworthy company, after all. At that moment, he couldn’t even tell how many speakers soothed him, or figure out their identities, but they said pleasant things before terrible ones. For every, ‘I am worthless’, he heard an “I can create a different life.” So, the world gave him two sides from which to choose, and they both seemed right. Existing brought pain, and it also provided pleasure.

What if Angeline could come back in a better world? What if he himself learned a new craft and acquired confidence in it? What if he got his chance to become the dominant one, with his own Terra? What if? What if? The question opened paths of colors in front of his eyes, leading his focus from left to right, in straight lines, in curves, in zigzags. To create meant mastering possibilities, and if he could create his dream life, then sadness became just a way to count time. 

One of his little fingers melted down, flowing on the soft ground, paraffin under fire. Colin, considering the potential of his powers, wished for a new finger, and so it materialized, brand new, giving his right hand another chance at life. He felt gloomy, of course he did, how could he not be? He'd lost everything.

“It is just a phase, isn’t it?” a voice told him.

“It is just a phase,” he agreed. 

Alone, miserable, so far his attempts at success had all failed. Like the World Voice, he wandered on the land looking for who created him, for a way out of that hell. One day, though, as the friendly voice told him, even that terrible world would come to an end, and his sorrow would give place to joy. Pain had reason to exist, and he understood them all. His mind manifested its feelings in transient states, reacting to creation, to Creators, changing with the flow of reality. The World Voice did the same. They lived through a bad phase, just a phase.

Recognizing life's paths, he found no reason to meltdown. He listened to the voice inside his mind, to its endless lament, he patted it with kindness and set it to sleep after drying its tears, a soothing parent sympathizing with anguish. Everything would be alright in the end. He had hope. He was a Creator. 

Colin smiled under the blinding light, which raced away from the area in its random sweep. He fainted, falling head down in the melted land in front of him. 



∙ 21 ∙ Friends

 

 

Never in that universe had the World Voice caused so much noise as it moved away from Colin’s unconscious body. Throughout the melted planet, ruins of buildings, nature and soil collapsed, overflowing the land with more of their saddened matter. 

Creators who originated from places where feelings made sense shuddered at that sudden intensity of misery. It was the cry they grew used to since the new world's dawn, but one intensified by the near disappearance of one of their kind. 

Agony faded when the great pillar of light abandoned Colin to his own fate, a human who had lost all hair and fur, who lay half naked on the ground, with rashes and ruptures chewing his skin. His mind activity ceased. He protected himself, now that he understood that suffering's temporary aspect, and shut himself down to allow for the World Voice to go on its way and leave him alone. 

“He wants to live. Being a Creator entices him now,” Bibi told OOOO, reading his last thoughts before darkness. 

“I knew it, didn’t I? He is going to try again!” OOOO said.

“Yes, he won’t rest until he finds someone to help him, or a way to replicate Terra by himself. Do you know of any case similar to his?”

“I guess not. Terra’s creations were famous for being slaves of the past, weren’t they? That makes him a very interesting Creator, right?”

“A rather unique one. But if we don’t do something fast, I don’t know how long his mind can remain closed without damaging itself.”

“We will help him, won’t we? I’ll hop there, and you come along.”

They departed while the World Voice swept the land on their right, making a trajectory that would take it farther from them. They listened to it in communion with all creatures on the planet,  depressing cries penetrating every atom in existence. Faint whispers, however, compared to their mission's urgency. 

When the great pillar stopped and changed directions, making a curve towards OOOO's frantic hopping, it shivered. A wave of bad thoughts struck the Creator in mid-vacuum, affecting its fragile optimism. 

“I can’t fit in ... One world after the other ... Look at all that I’ve seen ... And I am the only joke ... The only one created just for laughs, to be watched and ridiculed ... I laugh, because I love to laugh ... Everything is interesting ... And so, nothing is really interesting ... I am the dominant one, and was about to let it kill a friend ... This is being worthless for real, this is failure ...” OOOO said to himself.

“Go ahead, don’t stop! You know this isn’t true, it’s not your fault that Colin wanted to face the World Voice,” Bibi said telepathically. “You love your creations. This world of yours is almost as interesting as I am myself. You should be flattered.”

OOOO spun its head a few times and got back to its race, stumbling on its many legs without falling. It only managed to ignore its depressing thoughts because of Bibi’s help, who hovered over the land at high speed with its misty kite. The pillar of light went the opposite way, relieving its weight on the Creators’ destination, thus freeing Colin's path. 

He laid dormant on the mud, head stuck in the slime, nose covered with it and mouth stuffed with melted matter. OOOO raised him with three of its legs, shaking him to see if he responded anyhow. It waited Bibi’s arrival to get help, to know whether Colin's inaction meant death or rest. 

“Can you read him? What if we lost him already?” OOOO said at Bibi’s arrival. 

“I’m trying to reach him, but his mind is shut down. I can only see what’s already in there.”

“And what is it? Anything helpful? Can’t you send a message, call him somehow?”

“No, it’s like reading a Terran book. We have to wait until he wakes up. He’s not melting down,” Bibi said.

The World Voice traveled fast towards the horizon, depressing soil and ruins on its march. It always seemed to be coming back, although it moved further away, which implied constant moving. OOOO held Colin's body in its arm, walking to one side, then the other, unable to decide their destination. That world didn't have safe places. One had to build them. 

A kitchen furnished with a stove, a refrigerator, a microwave oven, and a large counter. White tiles on the floor, blue ones on the walls, a wide window in front of the sink. A small table for two, chairs made of wood, an antique cupboard for generations in the same family, pressed against the room’s corner. OOOO wished for it, and it materialized.

Part of a house, a two-story residence with a kitchen, a living room, and a toilet on the first floor, and two bedrooms and a toilet on the second. Three could live with comfort, a couple, and their son, for one bedroom's limited size allowed for only a single bed, a study table with a computer and a small wardrobe.

Like everything else in that world, as soon as it existed, the house began to melt. OOOO countered this process by constant renewal of every small structure, all in the name of Colin’s well-being. However deep his mind had dug itself, it would come out again as soon as it felt safe, and what better way to greet it than with a perfect recreation of his old home. 

OOOO laid Colin on his bed, covered him with a thin blanket and smoothed his forehead. Not finding any consolation in his inert body, it sang him a lullaby: “The itsy-bitsy spider, climbed up the water spout, down came the rain, and washed the spider out ...” It laughed at its own singing and had to start over all the time, giggling non-stop, eventually finishing it with a joyful smile. But it failed to wake Colin.

It went to the kitchen and opened the cupboard to get a bag of melted flour. It became powder again by the force of its will, and it mixed it in a pan with eggs and milk. A creature of clumsy limbs, it had trouble to manipulate things with its rough, fingerless feet. The mixture OOOO attained contained significant traces of egg shells, paper, and plastic.

“This is a useless ritual. Just create what you want and be done with it, instead of pretending to cook,” Bibi said, paying close attention to OOOO’s excited thoughts.

“I could do that, yes, couldn’t I? That was not how Terra worked, though, was it? I want to make Colin feel at home.”

“You are too nervous about it. He’ll be fine, don’t worry. If anything goes wrong, that’s interesting too, isn’t it?”

“A Creator dying is not interesting!” OOOO turned to Bibi with spinning eyes. “If he disappears, we won’t know how he’ll deal with his goal of having Terra back, will we?”

“Of course. I want to see it too. If he learns to see beyond the limits of his body, he might be able to surprise even himself.” Bibi watched OOOO blend the cake’s ingredients. “I’ll leave you alone. Who knows my blessed presence may inspire Colin to come back to us sooner.”

 

Bibi’s ribbons flowed around Colin’s bed, while its kite kept a standing watch for any sign of his waking up. It probed deep into his mind, looking for any hidden secret that could amuse it. Growing in the surface of his conscience, Bibi found the first sparks of new activity. Colin prepared himself to come back, unafraid of the World Voice. He understood its power, and felt capable of dealing with it. 

“He’s coming. Get that food ready, OOOO,” Bibi said. 

“Wait, I’m almost ... ah, that suits him, doesn’t it?” OOOO dropped a half-melted carrot cake on the half-melted floor. It wished for a new one, and it materialized brand new, warm from just leaving the oven.

When OOOO reached the top of the stairs and entered Colin’s bedroom, it found him unconscious. Frustrated, it approached the human who lay still under the blanket, giving no sign of activity. 

“It might take a little longer, but he is coming back,” Bibi assured. 

OOOO balanced the cake between its rigid legs and placed it in front of Colin’s belly. For a brief moment, it believed it would entice Colin through his stomach, until it remembered its life with Mae among people and redirecting it to his nose and mouth. The possible smell had no impact whatsoever. The cake melted and dripped on the mattress. 

“I think we should tell stories. Just talking out loud will be good nursing, won’t it?” OOOO said.

“A nice story is always worth hearing. I know what’s on your mind, so just go ahead and say it,” Bibi said.

“Hey, Colin? Colin, do you want to know something interesting? I can tell you, can’t I? The world before Terra, don’t you want to know what it looked like? Yes, we had a world before yours, and one before that, and before, and before, and before ... And it was a very disconcerting one, the one before Terra, you see?” OOOO turned its eyes to Bibi in the need of motivation.

“Go on. I’ll warn you of any new activity,” Bibi said.

“That was a world of fast things! It had huge production units, I used to call them cells, that crossed the universe walls. The most creative beings in there were the galaxy nets. Amazing creatures, weren’t they? They were a sort of membrane that expanded and expanded through many dimensions, taking a peek at the impossible-to-reach cells, and giving ideas to the members of the frozen grid. These members could move through a kind of funneled-3D space, and they could do anything they wanted just by being present at the correct nodes—”

“He might be a little bit lost with this. It’s too unlike his world. We want to make him come back, so why don’t you talk about one other human world? One in which people like him lived well.”

“A Utopian world by Alana, for example?”

“Oh, no, those are too uninteresting. Alana needs to learn new things.”

“Yes, you’re like me then, aren’t you?” OOOO said. “Colin, Colin, listen, I remember a funny human world that you will like, don't I? Like Terra, it also had a concept of history, and people had basically the same needs as yours. The difference is that history changed according to people’s arguments with the Inspirational Tree, you see? It was a place where a mountain-sized tree had the power to alter everything that happened and that could only happen if a person lay on its roots and talked to it about what they wanted for the world. On one day the populace woke up to reap wheat, after years of drought, and on another the same ones labored on assembly lines, after decades of constant industrial growth, and it had always been like this for them, hadn't it? The best part was when they realized the tree had such powers, wasn’t it? Yes, because then whole crowds went to its roots to argue about their world views, and the tree granted spasms of history at every concluded idea, making them go from their primeval soup to planet-sized masters of matter in the interval between talks. Wouldn’t you like to have seen that world?”

Colin slept, and OOOO searched in his mind for particular characters of those creations, as describing their general concepts brought no results. Bibi, however, heard faint sparks of the World Voice reaching into Colin’s mind, electrifying him. His hands trembled.

“You can wait now, OOOO. He will open his eyes,” Bibi said. 

“He is fine then, isn’t he?” OOOO approached its friend’s body. 

Colin opened his eyes and looked around. He found himself in his old room, similar to his memories, although melting at the corners. Voices resonated in his head, one of them talking about sadness, the strongest of all, another voice greeting him like a good friend, and another offering carrot cake. He smiled at his company. They remembered him and did not let go of him, despite all that he had done. 

“Look who’s back! Eat it, you like it, don’t you? Carrot cake, and it has a chocolate topping. You’re strong enough, aren’t you? You’re good, you’re full of energy, come now, take this, you’re at home, isn’t that amazing?” OOOO materialized a new cake on its legs and pushed it to Colin’s dazzled face. 

“Calm down, please. He’s still making sense of us,” Bibi said to control its friend's effusiveness. 

“I’m fine. I heard what you were saying. Have you been here for long?” Colin raised his back from the bed. 

“We came to you as soon as the World Voice left,” Bibi said.

“And I brought you home, to your house. Pretty like before, isn’t it? I remember everything! Eat some, you have to be comfortable, don't you?” OOOO said.

“OK, I’ll grab a bite, stop nagging me.” Colin laughed at OOOO’s insistence. “Here, I can't feel any taste, but I'm sure you got the flavor right. It’s good to be back. You were telling me about different worlds, weren’t you? I thought I heard something—”

“Yes, I was. But it was boring, wasn’t it?” OOOO said.

“Even if it were, I couldn’t complain. I’m curious, and I have to ask. Was there ever a human world in which the people had the chance to say good-bye to each other before disappearing?”

“I think yours was the closest to it,” Bibi said, while OOOO spun its head to search in the depths of its mind. “Some people celebrated what they called the apocalypse and enjoyed their lives as if those were their last moments together. This was farewell.”

“I see. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough. I, for example, doubted it was going to end. We needed some official announcement.”

“I put some fires in the sky ... Didn’t I? That was the sign, you see?” OOOO said.

“Not enough either. Well ... Anyway, I was just curious. You were right all the time, OOOO. These things are interesting, aren’t they?”

“Yes, they are, they are very interesting!” OOOO said, hopping on Colin, and trying to fit in with him.

“I have to thank you for being so kind. The fact that I am a Creator is still too strange, and losing my dear ones is still painful. At least now I know, because of you, that I can try to change it, even if it means fighting to destroy your world,” he said. 

“That’s the fun of it. We are as eager to see your creations as you are to have Terra back,” Bibi said.

“OK, that’s all about me. And how about you two? What is there to do in the world now? Aren’t you tired of running away from the World Voice?” Colin asked.

“That’s right, isn’t it? We have lots of things to do, and it’s only the beginning. You know what are the two great joys of the Creators, don’t you?” OOOO said.

“No, I don’t.”

“It’s playing games and trekking. I played games, so now I want to trek to find other Creators and see what they’re doing in this world. That will be interesting, won’t it?”

“Yes, I want to know what we can discover out there. Can I go with you?”

“Of course! We fit in with each other, don’t we?” OOOO spread its legs over Colin’s torso. 

“Good luck to you two. I’m going a separate way. Your minds are devoid of surprises to me right now, and I miss having new ones to keep boredom away. When we meet again, I’ll be glad to read your new stories,” Bibi said. 

“Thank you for your help too, Bibi. I’ll try to overcome the limitations of my physical body too eventually, just like you proposed.”

“You’d better do it if you want to be pretty like me.”

The house melted down and the Creators parted their ways. The World Voice’s great pillar swept the horizon, emanating faint waves of terror and depression throughout all land. Colin heard it and nodded, understanding the temporary aspect of that drama. One day, they would all be free from that suffering and get stuck in a better world. 



∙ Epilogue ∙

 

 

Amidst the world’s slush, a few materials glistened here and there. Feet sunk deeper at every hour, meeting still solid stones of unidentifiable substances. An inheritance from Terra or the product of new forces, their basic traces vanished, now friends with the mud. Colin picked one pebble and threw it up, only to watch it fall a few steps ahead. Taking it again, surprised, he saw no additional signs of decomposition. 

Paying close attention to the landscape, the mud had noise. Marked by these strange objects that varied in size, from car sized bulges to dust particles, things resembled old artifacts with a twist of the new world. 

Depression, melting down, despair, these became artisans of those shapes and volumes. Meaningless objects which blended with the abundant slime like rocks in old Terran deserts, but that interested Colin because of their resiliency. They resisted the universal sadness.

“What will happen to the states of matter when we reach the absolute meltdown point?” he asked OOOO.

“I’m as curious to see that as you are, am I not? Do you think we’re going to sink deep?” it said.

“If that is possible. Wouldn’t it put you in danger? I thought you said you want to avoid being buried.”

“Yes, I may die and need rescue if too much stuff falls on me. And if that happens, the world ends, doesn’t it?”

“To you?”

“To all!” OOOO said, staring at Colin’s eyes to hint him at the ultimate way to destroy its world.

Colin took a moment to consider the truth's weight, and said “Don’t worry. I’d create something to rescue you.”

For countless steps and World Voice sweepings, they wandered throughout the land without luck. New crafts only showed up in disjointed materials that refused to meltdown. They came into fruition by consequence of the world’s set of rules, not by deliberate will, in a process that repeated itself over the unending Creators' worlds, gifting them with spontaneous novelties that amused almost everyone. Even a world devoid of complexity had its own bastard children, and that interested those looking for it, despite the desert of solitude haunting the planet. 

Far in the horizon, the World Voice lost its complete hegemony. A square vortex of colorless motion appeared in the sky as high as the tallest mountains of old Terra. It sucked Colin’s vision to a precise point, and although blind to any visual clue, he saw without seeing. 

“Do you see it too? Up there, close to the pillar. I see nothing, but it’s there,” he said.

“I do, haha! That’s a Creator’s doing, isn’t it? I guess we now know where we’re heading!” OOOO said.

“Good ... and weird. Do you know who might do such a thing?”

“I could think of a few with similar ideas, don't I? We’ll have to get there and see it by ourselves, won’t we? Otherwise, what’s the fun of speculating at this time?”

After a timeless walk on the melted land, uneventful, a routine job, the promise of new voices cheered both Colin and OOOO. It did so at the same time that an unresolved need crept into his mind, demanding a side quest before going further. 

“Could you give me some time alone? It won’t take long, I promise. After that, we’ll find whoever created the vortex,” he said.

“You like being alone, don’t you? I’ll wait, of course. I’m curious, though, you see?” OOOO said.

 

Colin created a hatch leading to underground stairs, protected by walls of his negotiating material. Down there, he materialized one simple room. It had a flowery wallpaper, a blue carpet, and a bunch of cushions on the floor. He closed the door behind him and entered alone. 

Colin sat down with stiff legs, in the middle of the room. Being immortal, he always felt fine, thus losing all notions of comfort. Soft, warm pillows did him no good other than creating a cozy place. 

He evoked in his mind the latest events of his life, from meeting Angeline to losing her a second time in his town, and he imagined her sitting right there, in front of him. She materialized, silent, with opened eyes, staring at him, in the middle of a casual conversation, waiting for its continuation after a brief interruption. 

“You are the nicest person I know. Why are you like this?” he said.

“Ha, how can one answer this question? Do you want me to mistreat you? I’ll get nothing good out of it, so it’s better to see you as my equal,” Angeline said.

“That’s not an answer. I am as boring to you as I am to everybody else, and yet we became friends. How was it possible?”

“You know you’re talking about relative concepts, right? Yes, you do have some annoying ideas, like your obsession with work, or your unwillingness to even experiment some new stuff. And I have mine too, you know that. I’m quite reckless at times, and perhaps I don’t get involved in other people’s ideas with the intensity deserved. Whatever, we can all be boring for some others, and you’re not as tasteless as you seem to believe. For those who pay attention, you have some interesting traits, Colin.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your support, because I’m starting to believe it. For the first time in my life I feel like I have a big goal, you know? One that I may be capable of achieving, and that will make a great difference to the world.”

“That’s right, you can do it.”

“Yes, I can. But I also want to apologize for it, Angeline. I made you suffer, and I guess it’s just the beginning, if I really intend to get where I want. You are too close to my goal, so it’s hard not to think about you in my struggle. I’m so sorry for it.”

“Don’t be. And don’t make me suffer. If I’m going to face some tough situations for your cause, at least don’t leave me alone. Try to make things easier for me, OK?”

“So, you forgive me?”

“Of course I do. We’re in this together. Even if one of us wants to go separate ways, we can still help each other out, can’t we?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever want to leave you.”

“I don’t want to either, not now, at least. But so much can change until you reach your goal, whatever it is. And I hope you do change! If you don’t, then what was the purpose of your goal, after all?”

“To have you back. You and all the others.”

“To have me back? Why, I’m right here! There’s nowhere to go, anyway, look at this room.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I love you, Colin.”

“And I love you too.”

He had waited years to have the chance of saying those words to Angeline, and he made an effort to control his trembling voice, mimicking her confidence. She crawled on the cushions to get near Colin, to hug him and kiss him. They cuddled together, hearing the World Voice's unending lament, penetrating every cell of the entire world, no matter how well guarded they were. Angeline would meltdown in no time, and Colin prepared for it. His final goal required sacrifices.

She contorted herself after a while, suffering the first rashes of her skin’s decay. Colin embraced and soothed her, doing his best to make it less painful. She did suffer and she did meltdown, flowing on the floor with the walls and ceilings themselves which had just lost the negotiation against the World Voice. Her image showed up vividly in Colin’s memory, fueled by his recent meeting with his beloved one and their first kiss.

“I’ll find Mae and get our world back, Angeline. I promise you.” He stood up and climbed the stairs to join OOOO who waited for him like a curious puppy outside.

 



∙ Thank you! ∙

 

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to share my world with you. As you may know, reviews are fuel for your favorite authors and help make your favorite books successful. 

In the case of a new author like me, it is very important to have my book reviewed. It gives confidence to other buyers to try my story, and it gives me feedback to know how I can improve my next ones. 

Please consider leaving an honest review on any or all of the major retailers and review sites. Your time and feedback is greatly appreciated.

 

 ∙ ∙ ∙

 

If you enjoy my stories and want to know more about my new releases and promotional offers, please consider signing in to my e-mail list. I keep it simple and straight to the point. 

 

You can also follow me on my Facebook Page. 

 

Check out my Amazon Author Page for more information.

 

 ∙ ∙ ∙

 

If you liked the the Worlds of Creators series, please consider reading my other books:

 

1 - The Melted World

2 - The Voice’s World

3 - The Arched World

4 - The Utopian World
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