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HOW IT BEGAN: DEGRADATION 
OF EXISTING PROCESSES

My Manager was extremely thin, made of plastic,
with paper covering the plastic. They had always

hoped, I thought, that one day her heart would start, but
her heart remained a dry leaf that drifted in her ribcage,
animated to lift and fall only by her breathing. Some-
times, when my Manager was angry, she would become
so hot that the paper covering her would ignite, and the
plastic beneath would begin to melt. I didn’t know what
to say in such situations. It seemed best to say nothing
and avert my gaze. Over time, the runneled plastic of
her arms became a tableau of insane images, leviathans
and tall ships rising out of the whorling, and stranger
things still. I would stare at her arms so I did not have to
stare at her face. I never knew her name. We were never
allowed to know our Manager’s name. (Some called her
their “Damager,” though.)

The trouble at work began after I came back from a
two-week vacation at my apartment in the city, for this
is when my Manager changed our processes. For as long
as I could remember, the requests for the beetles we
made came to Leer, my supervisor. I had made beetles
for almost nine years in this way, my office carpet lit-
tered with their iridescent carapaces, the table in the cor-
ner always alive with new designs and gestation.
However, when Scarskirt was hired to replace Mord,
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who had moved to Human Resources, we no longer fol-
lowed this process.

Worried, I pointed this out to Scarskirt during the
brief interlude when I taught her how to make her own
beetles. She just laughed and said, “Maybe a change is
good. We all do such good work, it shouldn’t matter,
right?”

I should note that “Leer,” “Scarskirt,” and “Mord”
are not their real names. And all three were flesh-and-
blood like me when I first knew them. Leer looked a lit-
tle like a crane, and I had counted her as a friend, just as
Mord had been a friend before his move. Scarskirt,
though, stared at reflective surfaces all day and flattered
so many people that I was wary of her.

After I came back, I found that Leer and Scarskirt
shared an office and did everything together. Now,
when the requests came in, all three of us were noti-
fied and we might all three begin work on the same
project.

I remember coming into one meeting with the Man-
ager, holding the beetle I had just created in my office. It
was emerald, long as a hand, but narrow, flexible. It had
slender antennae that curled into azure blue sensors on
the ends, its shining carapace subdivided in twelve exact
places. The beetle would have fit perfectly in a school
child’s ear and clicked and hummed its knowledge into
them.

But Scarskirt and Leer had created a similar beetle.
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My Manager immediately thought it was my fault,
and erupted into flame.

Leer stared at Scarskirt, who was staring at the metal-
lic table top. “I thought we talked to you about this,”
Leer said to me, still looking at Scarskirt.

“No, you didn’t,” I said, but the moment belonged to
them.

My Manager forced me to put my beetle in my own
ear, a clear waste, and an act that gave me nightmares: of
a burning city through which giant carnivorous lizards
prowled, eating survivors off of balconies. In one partic-
ularly vivid moment, I stood on a ledge as the jaws
closed in, heat-swept, and tinged with the smell of rot-
ting flesh. Beetles intended for the tough, tight minds of
children should not be used by adults. We still remem-
ber a kinder, gentler world.

After this initial communication problem, the situa-
tion worsened.

MY MANAGER’S EXISTING ISSUES

Twice a year, my Manager would summon me to her
office on the fiftieth floor. A member of Human

Resources would meet me at my office and attach a large
slug to my spine through a specially-designed slit in the
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back of our office uniforms. This would allow me to
walk to the elevators and then up and out to the
Manager’s office with no memory of the experience.
When it was time to return, the HR representative
would reattach the slug. It always felt sticky and smooth
at the same time. And wet, like an oyster.

What was Management trying to hide between floors
three and fifty? I don’t know, but as with the beetle
intended for children, I would have nightmares after
these meetings. In the nightmares, I was falling forever
down a shaft lined with thousands of decomposing bod-
ies. Plastic bodies. Human bodies. Bodies of leopards
and of rats, of baboons and of lizards. I could smell the
rot of them, sense their spongy softness. And yet my
horror would be mixed with a sense of delight: so many
animals in one place. A sparrow sometimes settled on
the tiny patch of yellowing grass outside of my apart-
ment, but I never saw more than that in real life.

BCBCBCBC

Every meeting with my Manager was the same. In her
office, the walls decorated with pleasant if banal scenes
of woods and splashing brooks and green fields out of
some fantasy land, she would be sitting behind her desk,
smiling. Her hair would be fresh-cut, falling in straight
blonde waves. The bland paper of her skin would be
newly replaced by the kind of colored crepe paper com-
mon to the festivals of bygone eras. I would always
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catch the elusive scent of some purely decorative phero -
mone. For some reason, this smell frightened me.

“Hello, Savante,” she would say, although this was
not my name.

“Hello, Manager,” I would reply.
Up close, her eyes were like the glistening grit you

find at the edges of drying asphalt. In the quiet, I could
hear the leaf in her chest—just the slightest whispering
shift of dead plant matter against plastic as it touched the
sides of her ribcage. I wondered if each time another
piece disintegrated into the dust at the bottom of her
chest cavity.

“Do you love me?” she always asked.
I could remember a time and a world where such a

question could never have been asked.
Did I love her?
Between meetings this became the question that filled

up my life. Ever since she had become my manager, 
my raises had become smaller and smaller. The last raise
had been a huge leech shaped like a helmet. It was meant
to suck all the bad thoughts out of your head. It smelled
like bacon, which seemed promising. I had invited Mord
and Leer over to my apartment and we’d fried it up in a
skillet. I’d gotten a week’s worth of sandwiches out 
of it.

And so as I sat in her office, I’d think: Is it because of
how I answer this one question? And: Does she think she
is giving me good raises? And, finally: If I tell her I love
her, will it go better or worse for me?
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“Do you love me?”
I always replied, “No, I do not love you.”
Her response varied. Sometimes my reply pleased her.

She would hum and sing and even burble in a contented
way. Other times, my reply exhausted her. She would sit
staring blankly into space until I left. A few times,
flames would appear at her tiny wrists and she would
reach out and try to burn the sides of my face. I could
not predict her reaction, so at first I always raced to
reattach the slug to my spine immediately after my
answer, wanting the sure clean rush of extinguished
memory. This seemed the best way to avoid punish-
ment. But after a while, the process grew too familiar
and I found I no longer really cared about her reaction.

I mention this because in the six months since Scar -
skirt had been hired, my Manager had accelerated the
rate of these meetings. She called me into her office once
each month.

“Do you love me?”
“No, I do not.”
“Do you love me?”
“No. I do not.”
“Do you love me?”
“No—I do not.”
“Do you love me?”
“No. I. Do. Not.”
“Do you love me?”
“NoIdonot.”

6



“Do you love me?”
“No.”

BCBCBCBC

I always wondered what would happen if I replied,
“Yes, I love you with all my heart.”

Could it be worse? Yes, obviously I thought it could
be.

MEMORIES OF MORD

A lthough harrowing at the time, my two-week vaca-
tion in my apartment now seems like a calm respite

from all my worries—this even though half a dozen
times marauders tried to get through my defenses and
the electricity flickered on and off, off and on.

I’ve thought of my vacation as the turning point, and
perhaps it was, for during the time I was gone Scarskirt
and Leer bonded ever more closely. But the more I
review the events of the last few months in my head, the
more I think the beginning of the end came well before
that—when Mord departed from our team.

Heavy and strong, Mord had a light wit and an engag-
ing manner before he moved to Human Resources.
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Outside of the company, he often appeared nervous, 
but while within its walls, his assertiveness bound us
together.

I remember that the week before he left us, Mord and
I stood in an old stairwell of the company building, one
with skylights built into the wall, although they were
grimed over with filth and pollution. Outside, in the
city, it was almost impossible to find a bird, but the
building was so large and had such resources that a bird
might survive for years. If it found the right floor.

Mord liked real animals, hinted that he had had con-
tact with them in his former job. One year he even had a
bird count of seventy-five sparrows, more than anyone
in the company. He told me he loved the “simple func-
tionality” of sparrows, their durability, their instinct to
survive. Me, I just liked hanging out with Mord while he
bird watched. Or inviting him and Leer to my apart-
ment to stare at my yellowing grass in hopes a bird
would appear there.

So it came as a shock to me that day when he said,
“I’m moving to Human Resources,” as the landing
beneath us undulated like a tongue.

“What?” I said. “You can’t do that.”
“Don’t worry. It won’t matter.” He stared through

his roving binoculars up the twisting stairwell for a hint
of flutter, of flight. “Everything will be the same.”

“Will it?” I asked him in a moment of candor. “Will
we still be friends?”

Mord smiled, the binoculars still clamped over his
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eyes in a possessive grip. “Of course. We’ll be friends
like we’re friends now.”

“And Leer, too?”
Mord laughed. “Don’t worry. That will never

change.”
In a weird way, I think Mord meant it. And this at

least is true: in my mind it never changed, and that was
part of the problem.

We never found a sparrow, or any other bird, that day,
so when we got back to the office Mord and Leer made
a bird. It was a strange, ethereal, elongated bird with a
tail that looked like a wisp of smoke.

They set it free in the stairwells and for months we
would catch teasing glimpses of it. For some reason, it
made me happy every time I saw it. But, eventually, I
found it on a step. Someone had crushed its skull.

CONFUSION DUE TO CONTINUED
DEGRADATION OF PROCESSES

Before the hiring of Scarskirt, when Leer was still my
friend, we used to, as I mentioned, assign projects

through a hierarchy. When this practice ended, we
found ourselves locked in endless meetings in the
cavernous meeting rooms on the forty-fifth floor. The
rooms were more like the mess halls for refugees that I
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remembered from my teens. The windows provided an
excellent view of the dying city, for those who wanted a
reminder, but this was offset by the fact that we had to
wear the slugs on our spines almost continually, and a
herd of Human Resources people had to be ready to
escort us at a moment’s notice.

Mord walked among them, but only to supervise, and
at first he was quite friendly.

BCBCBCBC

The reason for the meetings was a new “fish” project.
Our main client had asked for more products aimed at
helping students. The latest project required the design
of a grouper-like fish five times larger than the average
nine-year-old child. By our various and immersive
processes, we were to make being swallowed by this fish
an educational experience. The student would be swal-
lowed and subjected to sensory deprivation deep in the
fish’s guts. Then the student would be introduced to a
number of neural stimuli, some to do with proper social
adjustment, but most further enhancing their math/sci-
ence skills.

We worked from the flesh-and-blood scale model I
had made in my office, which was linked to a chart on
the meeting room wall that showed the fish-as-
blueprint, almost like the schematic of a ship’s hull.

The team had to solve numerous technical issues. For
example, would the fish be terrestrial or aquatic? We
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could create it to move on land using hyper-muscular
fins while it sucked air like a mudpuppy. If we went
with this approach, the fish could be summoned to the
classroom so the student could be engulfed during class
sessions. Otherwise, each school would need a commu-
nal tank into which the student would dive. I liked this
solution because the children could change into swim-
ming gear and thus not ruin their school clothes. It also
provided more privacy.

In addition to the need for including defensive bio-
weaponry, we had to consider many other important
issues. What shape and size should the fish’s jaws be to
cushion the child and minimize trauma? Should the fish
talk in a reassuring manner to calm the child’s fears of
being eaten alive? Should it remain silent and allow the
burden of providing reassurance to fall on the teacher?

The meetings to answer these questions while devel-
oping the basic concept now involved the entire creative
team. Everyone was ordered to contribute, and to this
end the Manager issued us all brainstorming cock-
roaches. These were the tiny burrowing variety, suitable
for inhaling through the nose, with only a whiff of 
sulfurous decay. A slight, scrabbling discomfort and
then they released their calming pheromones and you
could see more clearly than ever before and ideas came
out of your mouth almost faster than you could speak
them.

This method worked fine in moderation, but not
when everyone was issued the brainstorming cock-
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roaches. The meetings became a babble of tongues,
hours and days filled with circular thinking and unpro-
ductive repetition.

“Ithinkweshouldhaveitwalkonitsfinsandtalkwitha -
gravellyoldgrandfathervoicelikemygrandfatherhad -
whenwevisitedhiminthehome,” Leer would say and I
would say, “Myfatherwasatersemanbutadepthoffeel -
ingoftenwelledupinhimbeneaththatmademethinkofhim
asgenerousandsothisfishshouldbeallefficiencyofmotion
butdeepdeepdeep” and Scarskirt would say “Ithinkit -
should havemyfaceandmyvoicewhetheritwalks -
onlandorjustswimsbecausepeoplewilllikethatanditwill -
reassurethem.”

This high-volume stream of babble continued with-
out end and without resolution while we remained
euphoric within the cramped quarters of our own
skulls.

A RELEVANT NOTE ON OFFICE CULTURE

I didn’t know Scarskirt’s background, nor did I know
Mord’s or Leer’s background. We had all come to

the company fleeing something in the city. People had
to be hard to survive, and of necessity you looked past
this to what the person was in the current moment.
When I found my apartment, I brought with me only
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what I could carry from the disaster that lay behind me,
and I furnished my apartment only with what I discov-
ered already in it and immediately outside the front
door. I started with the clothes on my back, an old dead
stuffed dog from my childhood, some books my father
had given me, half-rations in packets, three memory
eels, and a few worthless coins that kept changing colors
as their batteries ran down. I had to do many things I
was not proud of to hang on to even those few posses-
sions before the company accepted me under its
protective aegis.

My point is, records these days are terse, vague, or
imaginary. Scarskirt could have been anyone, and was.
For the one truth of working for the company had
become this: whatever you had been before, you could
be someone else now.

My mistake, if I can call it that, was trust—to think a
smile was a smile and not a show of teeth. I thought that
the point of being part of a team was to be trusting and
trustworthy.

I was wrong.
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CONFLICT DUE TO CONTINUED
DEGRADATION OF PROCESSES

A s the months progressed, it became clear that no
one had the ability to make a decision on the fish

project. My Manager did not attend enough meetings to
be useful. We had meeting minutes, of course. They
were taken by a veined slab of purpling meat whimsi-
cally shaped like an ear. This minutes taker lay in a far
corner of the room, on a raised dais, and printed out its
observations on the usual paper that reflected mood,
tone, and intent. Alas, in this particular case, the minutes
came out thick, viscous, and smelling sickly sweet. Very
little could be intuited from them.

The design of the fish on the meeting wall, indige-
nously linked to the results of the meeting minutes,
changed for the worse. Sometimes we would enter to
find that it was missing a fin. Sometimes it had transmo-
grified to have the attributes of a bear, a dragon, or a
whale. Once, it had become a girl in a sunflower dress
huddled in a dark corner of a room. She had the eyes of
a fish, but she was not a fish, and something in her pos-
ture reminded me of familiar paper and plastic.

The day we entered the meeting room and the fish
had the head of my Manager, I knew I had to change the
paradigm.

I drove a knife into the quivering slab of recording
material, which relaxed into senility with a sigh, and
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thus froze the fish design in place on the wall. It might
have had the manager’s face, but the rest of it was much
closer to completion than we’d been in months.

“From now on, I will lead these meetings,” I said to
Leer, Scarskirt, and the others. “Some of us will use the
brainstorming cockroaches and some of us will not. We
will design the fish, by hand, on the meeting table, using
plastics and self-regenerating bits of fish flesh. There
will be no more endless meetings or manager-headed
end results.”

“Is that wise?” Leer and Scarskirt both asked, words
intertwined. Scarskirt said it with a hint of disdain in
her voice. Leer said it in a clipped tone. She had a wor-
ried look on her face. Scarskirt seemed more amused
than concerned. She picked dirt and beetle feelers out
from beneath her painted fingernails with a knife that
seemed too robust for the delicacy of the task.

“Is that wise,” Leer said again while Scarskirt fell
silent. “I mean, ultimately it is the Manager’s project.”

Leer was always changing her body, but could never
set her mind on what she should change it to, as if 
restless. I could almost imagine her tossing and turning
in bed, transforming with each abrupt movement. When
she asked the question, Leer had the dynamic skin 
coloration of a parrotfish and the mouth of one as 
well.

“It may not be wise,” I said, “but I don’t think any of
us can survive months of meetings like this. My back is
sore from the slugs and I’m weary of the journey.”
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“You may or may not be right,” Leer said, “but
regardless the Manager will not approve.”

“That is my responsibility,” I said, confident in my
many years of experience.

Scarskirt offered no further comment either way, but
just sat there staring at me as she picked at her nails. The
blade, I noticed, was double-edged and had a point. No
matter how it touched you, it would cut you.

BCBCBCBC

For a while, everything went well. We built the fish by
hand and it took shape with a coherent design. I noticed
a certain reluctance on the part of Scarskirt and Leer, but
in general everyone seemed happy with my efforts.

Then the Manager finally decided to attend a meeting.
Ten minutes into the meeting, she burst into flames and
stood up.

We all shied away from her as she said, “The fish was
to have my face. That is the last design to materialize in
my office and none of what you have done since has
been sent to me for my approval, or is acceptable to me
in any way.”

This business about approval was blatantly untrue. I
had sent her several messages about the changes. I had
used her favorite message method: tiny crunchy bats
that spurted the long-lost flavors of marzipan, chocolate
mousse, and apple pie into your mouth even as you
cracked down on the bones to receive the information.
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But when my Manager visited my office later, she
professed ignorance. She said she had not gotten any of
my messages.

Later, I would discover that Mord, gone half-feral,
had intercepted the bats as they flew through some long-
darkened hall and eaten them all, licking his muzzle with
great pleasure afterwards, no doubt. I do not know if he
shared them with Scarskirt or not. I do not know how
far their relationship had progressed by that point.

“Unacceptable,” my Manager said. “I am the lead on
this project, and the fish shall have my face.”

All of the paper had already burned off of her, and by
the light of the thousand phosphorescent fireflies I had
created and painstakingly inserted into the walls of my
office over the years, her plastic seemed impossibly
bright and lacquered, more like armor than it ever had
before.

After this encounter, I took to calling the project the
Fish-Rots-From-The-Head Project.

INCREASING SOCIAL ISOLATION

Even before the problems with my Manager, I had
indeed grown apart from Leer and Mord, to say

nothing of Scarskirt. Several new employees had been
hired, some flesh-and-blood, some not. Human Re -
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sources made Leer’s office larger by demolishing the
adjoining offices—with people still inside most of them.
These new employees took up positions all around Leer
and Scarskirt like some kind of defensive perimeter.
Scarskirt ran linking worms between all of them, and
thus became intimate friends with them overnight.
These worms hooked into their ankles and allowed
them to communicate soundlessly amongst themselves.
No one had thought to invite me, so at night, I sent non-
combat interceptor beetles to try to tap into the worm
links, but they were too tough and all of my beetles
came back with broken mandibles. 

From that moment forward, I was shut out.
Complicating matters, Mord, I soon discovered, had

also become part of their network. Despite all of his
promises, Mord had changed once he moved to Human
Resources. He was now partially composed of some
large furred animal, almost like a bear. He began to emit
a musk that someone told me was supposed to have a
calming effect on employees. He retained his hands, but
they morphed to become more like those of a raccoon.
His eyes had been enlarged and refitted so he could see
at night. In the dark hallways of some floors it was
rumored that he whirled around and snarled and bit the
air, as if encased in a straitjacket.

For a month or so, Mord had taken to following me
around, and this gave me hope that all would be normal.
He wouldn’t talk to me, but he would stand in the door-
way of my office. Waiting.
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Soon, though, I discovered it wasn’t really Mord. It
was just a shadow Mord had made of himself, and at the
Manager’s direction each employee had been assigned
shadows. After a time, I ignored Mord’s shadow and it
went away.

As for the real Mord, he rarely came to our floor any-
more, and if he did it was to visit Leer’s office. I only
saw him if he had official business.

When I suggested he come over to my apartment
sometime, he ignored me.

When I suggested we go looking for sparrows, he
ignored me.

For all intents and purposes, Mord had forsaken me.
He had become Other.

BCBCBCBC

You must understand how much anguish all of this
made me feel. All any of us had were the relationships at
the company. All the information we had came from
each other. What waited for us each night in the city did
not bear describing.

These employees had been to my apartment. I had
shared my raise with them. I had been over to Leer’s
house and Mord’s house during the holidays, despite 
the danger in the streets. We had gone hiking in neigh-
boring buildings as an excuse for long lunches. Mord
had shared the sad situation of a wife half-plastic, half-
flesh. Leer had told of her unhappiness at home, with a
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husband who preferred shoving memory eels into his
rectum to spending time with her. I had shared my lone-
liness, of how difficult it was to find love if one had 
not brought it with them while fleeing the disintegration
of the world. I had shown them my few remaining 
photographs of my parents on vacation in some exotic
place by the sea, marble columns behind them. Their
faded crumbling smiles from which I had to interpret 
so much. We had talked about how we missed the 
rigidity of the old times, how much the fluid quality of
what happened now, at home and at the office, fright-
ened us no matter how we tried to deny it. How no one
born now would understand how different it had been,
once.

For this reason, because we had been so close for so
long, I blame Scarskirt for my growing isolation. She
was gorgeous and lively and everyone loved her, but I
now believe she hid a secret wound from us, that she
was scarred from before we knew her. That she never
cared about anyone, and that she coveted my job from
the moment she was hired, despite my friendliness.
Despite my openness. Despite the fact I had shared all 
of my training beetles with her. I did not alter a single
one before giving them to her. Three or four new
employees died each year from beetles poisoned by
their trainers. But I had accepted her into the group,
without malice in my heart.

Nonetheless, my trust now meant I was isolated. My
only solace came from my office, where I still controlled
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my beetles and the talking crocodile head that I made
tell me jokes when I was feeling depressed.

I could still communicate with others in a limited way
using the small pool of water on my desk. At the bottom
of the pool lay a flounder, modified so that messages to
and fro played out across the preternatural white of its
back, the sweet brine smell a comfort. I would work in
my office for hours without any outside contact, con-
tent to talk to my diminishing circle of friends spread
out across the company. It was, in a sense, like being in
my apartment, only safer.

Thus hemmed in, I worked on my small part of the
fish project. My Manager had decreed that I could con-
tinue fleshing out the dorsal fin and I had resolved that
by meticulous, patient work I would make the dorsal fin
so fine a product that no one seeing it as it walked down
a school’s hallway would remember anything but the
perfect geometry of my contribution.

A NEW MANAGER IN AN OLD PARADIGM

Every once in a while I would hear an odd belch or
rumble, far distant, coming from above, and remem -

ber the behemoth grub that reclined above us, and in the
remembering realize again that my Manager did not rule
the company. Above her office on the fiftieth floor rose
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another ten floors. The last five floors consisted of a vast
and rippling beetle grub continually devouring its own
self-regenerating flesh. Within this grub resided the
company’s owners, who had been attached to the succu-
lent meat and milk of the grub. It was the company’s
finest creation. Nothing could get at them inside the
grub. It was not connected by worms. No leeches or
slugs were allowed inside. 

Once, the remnants of a government had attacked 
the grub, but their weapons bounced off of the grub’s
glossy, impenetrable skin. The infiltrations of flesh-and-
bloods they sailed down upon the grub were legion, but
they slid away or were repelled by the poison coating
the grub’s skin. Large parasites that kept the grub’s skin
clean ate the rest of them.

Now, in the owners’ infinite, grub-defended wisdom,
they decided to send a second Manager down to our
floor. His name was a secret, of course, but Leer nick-
named him “Slumber,” because he was large and lum-
brous like the Mord, only not as unpredictable.

This development did not please my Manager. Slum-
ber began to attend more and more of our meetings,
while my Manager was given other tasks. She was still
our personnel manager, but rumor claimed we would
eventually move to Slumber’s team.

All through this period, my Manager continued to
call me into her office and ask me if I loved her. I kept
telling her no. She looked agitated, unwell—even more
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so when Slumber finally decided to put an end to the
fish project. The fish with my Manager’s face was dis-
carded, the prototype set loose to live or die roaming
distant halls. I had an image of it in my mind’s eye, scav-
enging scraps and croaking to itself, devoid of any edu-
cational purpose other than survival, held together by its
magnificent dorsal fin.

I felt sorry for it. I could sympathize, for soon Slum-
ber hooked up to the worm tendrils of Leer’s network
and began to ignore me and my suggestions. Two more
employees had been moved into what was now effec-
tively Scarskirt’s office. I was the only member of the
creative team not in that office. Scarskirt frequently vis-
ited Slumber on the fiftieth floor and would come back
with her slug pulsing and a sickly smile on her vacant
face.

For this reason, the next time Slumber came down to
our floor, I intercepted him and asked him to visit me in
my office. After an hour of speaking to Leer, Scarskirt,
and the rest, he finally stood, reluctant, in my doorway.
He was as wide as two normal people and had but a sin-
gle hair that he grew in a circular fashion across the mid-
dle of his head and chin, and down his chest. He smelled
like melted beans and cheese.

“What do you need?” he asked. “I have meetings to
go to.”

“I am having trouble with communication,” I told
him. “The others are discussing projects and brain-
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storming and going to lunch without me. I need to be
attached at the ankle like the rest of them. How can I be
proactive if I am ignored?”

Slumber frowned. “You’re not being ignored. Noth-
ing of importance is being discussed. You still attend the
status meetings, and we discuss everything there.”

Yes, the status meetings. During these meetings I 
now learned what Leer and Scarskirt and the others 
had decided during the prior week. I learned what 
lack of role I was to have during the next week. I would
stare at Leer, willing her to return my gaze, to under-
stand from the pained look on my face just how much
this was hurting me. But she never did. Scarskirt 
would stare, though. A kind of measuring look. An
appraisal. I did not like the hardness of that glance,
given while she told a joke. A stolen glimpse to test my
resolve.

I tried to argue with Slumber, but he cut me off. “We
can always give you another leech if you like, to cure
your discomfort,” he said. “But don’t worry, we all
value you.”

He left, and five minutes later was laughing and jok-
ing with Leer and Scarskirt.

BCBCBCBC

Now I had to send out my beetles as spies, just so I
would know the basics of what was happening, just so I
could do my job. But beetles are not meant as spies; they
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are made to disseminate information, not capture it.
Despite all my efforts to change them, most did a poor
job. Several never came back and I had to destroy others
that had been tampered with by Scarskirt so they would
not infect the rest.

I could not complain to the Mord by then. I had dis-
covered he was far from my friend. While seeking solace
in isolation, I came upon the Mord and Scarskirt in a
forgotten part of the third floor, among the musty ruins
of some sort of outdated cathedral. They stood upon a
crumbling platform decorated with gold leaf, leaning
toward each other, connected at the forehead by the dis-
embodied siphon of a long-necked clam. I watched
them for half an hour, noting the bliss on their faces. I
could see that they were far, far away. The Mord was
now much more animal than flesh-and-blood. I could
smell his musk even from my hiding place.

I had begun to call him “the Mord,” as had many 
others.

UNACCEPTABLE DISREGARD 
FOR GOOD PRACTICE

One day, a design was presented at a status meeting
and it had the face of one of my remote friends,

“Winterlong,” looking slack and haggard. The cat-thing
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with pigeon legs meowed and Winterlong’s face con -
torted into a meow. 

I was shocked. I had just talked to him that morning.
After the meeting, I took Leer aside. Leer was wear-

ing a ridiculous pink jacket made of living shark scales
that Scarskirt had given her. She had been parading
around in it all week, delighted with her office mate’s
castoffs.

“That was Winterlong,” I said. “Butchered.”
Scarskirt came up behind us without warning. She

spoke before Leer could reply.
“Don’t be ridiculous or paranoid,” Scarskirt said. She

laughed, but it was not her pretty laugh. It was more
like a horsehead laugh. Her eyes were wide and bright
and the blade of her smile cut me.

“You’re imagining things,” Leer said, staring at
Scarskirt. She sighed. “That wasn’t Winterlong. Not
really.” But her eyes were moist and her voice was thin
and sad.

Winterlong’s personal effects showed up on Scar -
skirt’s desk soon after.

“He had no relatives,” Scarskirt explained at the next
status meeting, batting her eyes at Slumber, who made a
sound like the world’s laziest orgasm.
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THE FIRST OF MY PROACTIVE EFFORTS

Once, when things were still good, Leer and I had
shared beetles. We had even created a few just for

fun. At lunch, we would sneak out behind the company
building with a blanket and sit on the little hill there,
looking out onto a ravaged landfill full of the bright
skeletons of vultures and then, beyond that, the city in
all its strange mix of menace and vulnerability. The grass
was yellowing rather than dead. A wiry tree stood on
the hill at that time. We would eat crackers and old cans
of shredded meat, the smell in that context almost
unbearably tantalizing.

After lunch, we would unlock the glass cases contain-
ing our beetles. Their shining green-and-crimson cara-
paces would open like the lids of eccentric jewelry boxes
to reveal their golden wings, and we would release them
into the world.

Those beetles contained every joyous thing we had
ever known, and we loved to watch them fly out into
the distance.

“My father’s dry laugh!” I would shout.
“My mother’s mock frown!” Leer would reply.
“The color of the faded cover of my nursery rhyme

book!”
“The taste of real potato soup!”
“The feel of thousand thread-count clean sheets!”
“The ache of muscles after playing stick ball!”
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Our voices would get softer and softer until I was
whispering things like “The smell of my father’s after-
shave when he reached down to hug me.”

Then we would stand there, trailing off into silence,
and get so much satisfaction out of wondering who
would find them and what impact they would have on
their discoverers. Sometimes we would even have tears
in our eyes.

I can remember Leer saying once, “This hill makes me
happy.”

BCBCBCBC

So it was that when I decided to become proactive in the
midst of my worsening situation, I persuaded Leer to
join me on the hill, “for old time’s sake.”

The grass was mostly gone by then and the tree, too.
Earthworms writhed and died in the naked dirt. The
day was cold and gray, and the city did not bear looking
at. The muffled sound of explosions, the smells of
smoke and intense rot, told the story well enough. We
stood there and turned our backs on the city, looking up
at the company building, and searched for glimpses of
the behemoth grub, lost in the low-lying clouds.

“What has happened, Leer?” I asked her. “I haven’t
changed. I’m still the same as I ever was.”

Leer refused to look at me. She stood with arms
folded and stared into the blank windows in front of
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her. On this day, she had revisited her true form. There
was no artifice to her.

“You’re imagining things,” Leer said.
“Like I imagined Winterlong’s face,” I said.
“Yes,” she said, but so quietly I almost couldn’t hear

her.
“Leer, I know things have changed. It’s not my imag-

ination. We all used to be so close.”
“Do you know,” Leer said, “how much I hate this

place. I hate my job. I hate being here. And I hate the
world out there.”

I shuddered at that. To think of the past, the distant
past, before all of this—she was right: who could bear
it? Sometimes I wondered if we had been sending out
those beetles not to help others but to help get rid of the
horrible weight of happy memories.

“I know you hate it,” I said. “I’ve known that for a
while. I’m not stupid. But what does that have to do
with me?”

Leer said, “Why do you fight it? Why do you care
about any of it?”

“In the old days, we were all friends,” I said.
“It can’t be that way anymore. It’s just work.”
“But why?”
Leer just shrugged.
I think I cried a little then and Leer took pity on me

and said, “It’ll be better. It’ll be better, I’m sure of it.
When we’re under Slumber. Then it will all be fine.”
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By then, we had both noticed the Mord coming up
the hill. He was larger than I remembered and his thick
fur had a golden brown luster to it. His eyes and fangs
stood out more.

The Mord wasn’t walking up the hill. The Mord was
levitating up the hill, effortless.

I expelled my breath all in a rush.
Leer blanched and a look of terror came over her face.
“I couldn’t bear to be disconnected from the worms,”

she whispered to me. “And Mord can read lips.”
The Mord settled down in front of us. Even sitting on

the incline, he was taller than us, and his shadow
unfurled itself across us and across the entire top of the
hill. I had the curious sensation of seeing his human face
superimposed over his animal features, for just a sec-
ond.

Then I caught a hint of movement behind him, at the
bottom of the hill. Scarskirt stood there, her arms
folded, her legs apart, sentinel-silent.

Leer looked me in the eyes and said, “We don’t want
you here. We aren’t the same. You’ve changed. You
don’t do good work any more.”

The Mord let out a roar that pushed its blood-shot,
crazed eyes half out of their sockets and pressed my hair
flat against the sides of my head. In the Mord’s breath I
could smell a thousand different kinds of rot. I could
smell the stench of the entire company.
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AD HOC MEETINGS, 
FURTHER ABNEGATING PROCESS

Soon after the encounter with the Mord, my Mana -
ger began to visit me for reasons other than to ask

her perpetual question. She would burst in near the end
of the day and begin to rant, spittle flying from her
mouth. Sometimes the language would be foreign to me.
Sometimes I could understand the words but the con -
text was incomprehensible. Other times, there would be
no words, just shouts and shrieks and grunts.

My Manager’s body would contort during these
meetings, like a wet rag being wrung dry. She had
become impossibly thin so that her eyes were cavernous
in her face. The smell of wet burning plastic clung to her.
Her hair had fallen out and she always wore a different
wig, some of them living and some of them dead.

“I don’t know how to help you,” I would tell her,
genuinely concerned about her. In the context of my
current situation, I thought she was, if not a friend, then
at least not an enemy.

Those of my spy beetles that had survived the change
of purpose had recorded a variety of images in the myr-
iad halls and passageways of the third floor. One of the
most arresting involved my Manager. I had seen her,
pensive and quietly weeping, walking across a cracked
marble floor, only to stop and give out a cry of surprise.
For hunching toward her with wet abandon was the fish
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with her face, and in that moment as the beast drew near,
I saw an image that haunted me: of my Manager’s shock
registering simultaneously on two identical faces. I am
sure this is the first time she knew of the discontinuation
of the fish project.

As for the ad hoc meetings, she would invariably
storm out of my office and my unease would become
chronic, for I knew that I had been unable to give her
any kind of solace. 

Perhaps the only solace would have been for Slumber
to be sucked back up into the distance of the perpetual
clouds ringing the behemoth company grub, never to
return.

TAKING FURTHER STEPS

My beetles continued to bring me information in a
halting fashion, but most of it just de pressed me

more. One report I watched while home at my apart-
ment showed Scarskirt hunting down the fish project
and stabbing it to death. Her knife sliced down, up,
down, up, down as the fish tried to get away from her
ever more slowly, spurting a thick green blood. The
look on Scarskirt’s face was as beatific and composed as
during one of our status meetings. When the fish lay
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still, great ridges of exposed flesh quivering, Scarskirt
reached forward and cut off the copy of the Manager’s
face. Then she hunched down and showed it to my
beetle, so I would get a good look at it, dripping, pale,
and rubbery. She was smiling, of course.

After seeing this, my stress level went up  expo -
nentially. I grew so afraid I took to carrying weapons. 
I jury-rigged giant rhinoceros beetles into simple  
pro jectile weapons that fired either the remnants of 
less fortunate beetles or old-fashioned shrapnel I’d
found in the cathedral ruins. I fashioned dung beetles
into moldy grenades, using a liquid wrung out of 
my mes sage bats as the fuel. I put up zones of foul-
smelling molds out side my office, to discourage flesh-
and-blood visitors. I devised subtle camouflage for
myself, coating myself in the same fireflies that lined my
walls, so that it was not always clear if I was in the office
or not.

“Remember when” became how I started every con-
versation with my fellow employees during status meet-
ings, although they did not like it. Scarskirt became
openly contemptuous and Leer followed her lead.
Scarskirt goaded Leer to send beetles to lazily, almost
toyingly, attack my office defenses so that I would be
forced to expend resources repelling them.

“Everything will be fine,” Scarskirt would reassure
me in the breakroom in the morning as I kept my 
distance.
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In the afternoon, she would walk by me in the hall as
I flinched away, and say loudly, “Why are your mes-
sages so abusive,” even though I had not communicated
with her.

Leer by contrast would be professional when I
bumped into her on my way to the bathroom, but with
the kind of professionalism that one despises in a sup-
posed friend. She was changing her appearance three or
four times a morning by then. Sometimes she would
give me a sickly half-smile, as if she had been caught in a
monstrous lie.

BCBCBCBC

One day I could have sworn I heard a sighing sound
coming from the darkness that was the high ceiling of
my office. The ceiling almost seemed alive. I told myself
I was paranoid, but that afternoon I felt a vast wind and
a huge black manta ray detached itself and flew out of
my door and into the shadows. Such a creature was
beyond Scarskirt’s skill level, or even Leer’s. It had to be
reporting back to the Mord.

I now saw the Mord’s almost unrecognizable features
on the flounder’s back at least twice a day. Those huge
eyes staring out at me with some unrecognizable pas-
sion emblazoned on their surface. Sometimes the Mord
would speak and say in a gravelly voice, “You never
loved your manager” or “You should leave Scarskirt
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alone.” Other times I intuited a pleading, pained look
on his face as he murmured things like “Help me. Help
me, Savante.”

But I no longer trusted him.
How could I?

ADDITIONAL ALTERATIONS 
USED TO ISOLATE ME

A t Slumber’s urging, perhaps aided by a suggestion
from Scarskirt, everyone on the creative team

except me had themselves altered so that they shared
certain uniform attributes. These attributes included
green exoskeletons through which the familiar faces
peered as if through a graveyard of excavated crus-
taceans. A lingering scent of lime became common to
their type. The network of worms became mobile so
that they remained connected wherever they went.
Slumber took them personally to the company’s recre-
ational rooms, eschewing Human Resources and slugs
alike to show his trust in them. They even began to talk
the same. They all began to talk like Scarskirt.

I did not know how I felt about being left out of this
phase of entitlements. I did not know how my Manager
felt about being left out, either.
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In my nightmares I was floating in a sea of cracked-
open crab and lobster parts, miles from shore, under a
fiery red moon. Beside me the corpse of the fish project
floated too, its face bobbing beside it, still screaming in
death.

MY PERSONNEL FILE: MORE 
ATTEMPTS AT BEING PROACTIVE

Despite all of the pressures I have detailed, I did
complete several legitimate beetle projects,

garnering a grudging praise from Slumber, who other-
wise I saw not at all. In this way—through the quality of
my work—I hoped to preserve my job.

I also decided to visit my personnel file in the base-
ment. This was one of the perks of working for the com-
pany, especially as I did not require the Mord or another
member of Human Resources to accompany me. I
hoped my file might divulge some clue, some nuance,
that would give me a way out of my increasingly per-
ilous situation.

The elevator down was sleek and fast and had not
been used for any company experiments, which was a
relief. When I got to the records department, an atten-
dant wearing a surgical mask led me to the right room.
My box, man-sized, was stacked amongst thousands of
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other such boxes, all of various sizes, all studded with
the same small breathing holes. Yelping and snorting
noises came from some of the boxes, bird trills from
others.

Although the attendant was at least six feet tall and
made of muscle and steel, he grunted with the effort of
pulling the box down and putting it on the table in front
of me.

It had been eight months since I had visited my per-
sonnel file. At that time, I had taken it for a walk on the
little hill and fed it some carefully-hoarded treats. I had
opened up to it and told it things about my father, my
mother, and my arduous trek to the city that I had never
told anyone. I remembered it as a lightening of a bur-
den, a cathartic experience.

I opened up the box.
Inside lay the unrecognizable corpse of my personnel

file. Anyone unfamiliar with it would have seen only
some kind of large mammal. Rotting. White maggots
curling through the masses of intestines, organs, sinew,
and soft tissue with the mindless motion of a baby’s
fingers. My flesh went cold and I think I stopped
breathing for a time.

There were many, many knife wounds. I had seen
those kinds of marks before.

Even beyond the fear, a feeling of intense sadness
came over me. The killing seemed so vindictive, and so
unnecessary.

“Do you still want to take it out—or, perhaps, look
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through it?” the attendant asked, offering me a pair of
gloves.

“No,” I said. “There’s no need.”
Everything was very clear.

THE BEGINNING OF THE END

Trapped. I could not go to Mord, Leer, Slumber, or
my Manager. Should I throw myself on the mercy of

Scarskirt, I felt certain I would end up like Winterlong. I
dreamed of quitting, but could not see a future beyond
the company. For awhile, I tried desperately to act
normal, but it was difficult under the circumstances

After my visit to my personnel file, the black manta
ray covered my ceiling all the time. All I could see on
the flounder’s back was the Mord’s thick block of a face,
its huge eyes staring at me, inscrutable. The image never
spoke to me, but I studied that face for long minutes,
trying to decipher some further message there. All I
could really see is how the eyes still retained some
essence of the old Mord—how, if I looked long enough
I could believe I was still looking at a picture of my old
friend in a bear suit. The Mord who was always quick
with a joke and liked nothing better than to spend lunch
in a stairwell with a thermos of coffee and a pair of
binoculars.
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I kept making beetles at a ferocious rate, both to pro-
tect myself and prove I was still working at the com-
pany.

I no longer had messages from other employees.
I no longer could get Leer or Scarskirt or even Slum-

ber to acknowledge my presence.
I began to live in memory. I would see my father’s

long, white fingers as he sat at the piano in the old house
that I remembered only from the few surviving  pho -
tographs. Or I would see my mother playing chess with
him, hunched over the board with an intense concentra-
tion. Or conversations with Leer from years back that
had made me laugh. Or the look on Mord’s face when
he saw a glimpse of a sparrow, which widened his face
and made him seem almost childlike.

If I just concentrated hard enough on these images, I
believe I thought I could survive all of it.

ANOTHER MEETING WITH MY MANAGER

One night, after the manta ray had flown off, my
Manager entered my office and sat down. She

looked so tired and so thin that for the first time I
thought she might be dying. Her eyes were so far back
in their sockets that I almost couldn’t see them except
for the slight reflection, the glint from the whites. She
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smelled like limes, so I knew she had just visited with
the rest of the team.

“I am giving you a raise,” my Manager said, but she
didn’t seem happy about it.

She took an object from her pocket and placed it on
my desk. It was an amorphous ball of clear flesh with a
small brown frog inside of it.

“This will make everything like it was before. Slum-
ber and I made it together. For you. Just eat it tomorrow
morning and you will feel much better.”

“Thank you,” I said.
My Manager leaned forward, although it was more

like a swaying motion from fatigue, and with her elbows
on my desk, she whispered, “Do you love me?”

It was the first time, in that moment, looking at my
Manager so frail and on the edge of some unknowable
catastrophe, that I realized she had once been flesh-and-
blood. That she might have had a history from before
the company. That she might be as much a victim of cir-
cumstances as me.

And because she said it there, in my office, at that
moment, and because I was tired and alone and no
longer cared, I said, “It’s possible.”

My Manager’s smile destroyed the worry lines radiat-
ing from the corners of her eyes. The smile was so unex-
pected that I smiled back.

Then she stumbled to her feet and was gone, leaving
my raise on my desk.
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THE NATURE OF MY RAISE

The next morning, I came to work in a good mood. I
had had uninterrupted sleep for the first time in

months. I did not notice anything amiss, although Leer
and Scarskirt had changed the color of their exoskele-
tons to black. For Scarskirt this meant that her pale
perfect face shone like death from her mask, her red lips
a feast of blood. For Leer, it made it seem as if only the
exoskeleton held her up. Neither of them would look at
me, but I took this in stride since things had been bad
for some time. I knew it would take many months for
things to return to normal.

I ate my raise immediately—it tasted like moist
chocolate cake—and started working on my beetles
with new-found vigor.

Not twenty minutes later, a member of Human
Resources cradling a slug in her arms summoned me to
my Manager’s office. By then, my stomach was feeling
queasy.

As we neared the elevators, my last thought before
the slug kicked in was: Why are all of the offices empty?

BCBCBCBC

I woke in a chair in the Human Resources office on the
seventh floor. The HR representative who had brought
me stood to my left, holding the slug. My Manager sat
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behind Mord’s desk. To her left stood Slumber, looking
solemn. To her right stood the Mord, large and terrible,
holding the rotting remains of my personnel file, from
which he scooped entrails into his mouth with a kind of
absent-minded hunger.

My heart began to beat so fast I could feel it thudding.
My throat closed a little. My arms became shaky and
my legs didn’t seem to work. I’m sure they could hear
my breathing, shallow and quick.

Looking very solemn, my Manager leaned forward
and said, “We have decided to terminate your employ-
ment with this company due to a pattern of unprofes-
sional communication. Do you have anything to say in
your defense?”

Shocked, anguished, I opened my mouth to speak,
and realized I had been poisoned by my raise. For
nothing eloquent or even faintly coherent came from
between my lips. Instead, frogs eggs poured out, falling
heavy to the floor, and coating my shirt in green 
slime. Nothing could be further from the definition of
professional.

My Manager gave me a look of sorrow while the
Mord growled in his corner and a thin smile animated
Slumber’s solemn face. I believe that somewhere in the
building Scarskirt smiled at that exact moment as well.

BCBCBCBC

But as they led me away, attaching the slug as I strug-
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gled, I regained my voice long enough to shout at my
Manager as the doors began to close on me, “I love you.
I’ve always loved you.”

A sharp intake of breath. The sound of the paper
encasing her bursting into flame once more.

THE RESULTS

Images of Leer, of Mord, of Scarskirt filled my head 
as Human Resources threw me out of the front door,

the place on my spine where they had just ripped off 
the slug still stinging. It was a bitterly cold day and no
one was walking on the plaza in front of the building.
I’m sure people had been told to avoid it until I was
gone.

The doors shut on the pragmatic faces of my tormen-
tors. I staggered backwards, looking up at the place that
had been my home for so many years—that had, in this
incomprehensible world of ours, been all that was left to
me of family. Now, I realized, I would have to find my
way alone.

But there was one last surprise.
As I stared up at the window of Mord’s office, so far

away, it opened and there my Manager stood: on fire
from head to toe, and no extinguishing it this time. She
looked down at me, and although I could not read the
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expression on her face I would like to think she was
happy, for a moment.

Then the Mord rose behind her, roaring as he rose
and rose and rose, as if he might never stop growing, to
fill the entire window. A slap of a paw and my Manager
jerked back out of sight.

The fire spread from window to window, room to
room, while the Mord raged, thrashing and fighting.
Once, he stopped to stare down at me, paws against the
glass. Once, he looked out into the gray sky as if search-
ing for something.

A shadow, tiny and light and on fire began to drift
down from the burning windows.

Was it a leaf? Who could tell? By the time it reached
the ground, it would have fallen away into nothing.

And that was the situation at the time I left the 
company.
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