
 

 

 Hexag   n 
ISSUE 6 

Speculative Fiction Magazine 

NOAH CODEGA 

CHRISTOPHER COLLINGWOOD 

E. C. FULLER 

VERA HADZIC 
BY L CHAN 

YOUR BODY IS A 
DOORWAY 



Hexagon SF Magazine 2 

Contents 
 

Letter from the Editor 
 

Fiction 
p. 5 Raised Bed 

-Noah Codega 
 

p. 9 Thorns 

 -Vera Hadzic 
 

p. 12 Chrysalis of Justice 

 -Christopher Collingwood 
 

p. 14 The Hole in the System 

 -E. C. Fuller 
 

p. 25 Your Body Is a Doorway 

 -L Chan 
 

Author Biographies 
 
    

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Hexagon Magazine 
Issue 6 -  Fall 2021  

Follow us on social media 

@hexagonmagazine 

On the cover: Mateus Roberts’ art inspired by L Chan’s 
“Your Body Is a Doorway.” 
 

JW STEBNER, Editor in chief 



Hexagon SF Magazine 3 

Letter from  
the Editor 

 

 CW: This issue features work containing 

body horror and physical transformation involving 

bodily harm. 

 

 With every issue of Hexagon that I edit, I 

find that the process gets easier and less stressful 

as I solidify my timelines and practices. I also find 

new things to celebrate! Only a couple weeks ago, 

the WSFA announced that Feng Gooi’s 

“Memories Taste Best When Marinated with 

Sadness” is a finalist for their Small Press Award. 

I am incredibly proud to have published Feng’s 

amazing story, and I am excited to see Hexagon’s 

incredible contributors recognized for their 

outstanding work! You can read Feng’s story in 

Issue 2 on our website, Hexagonmagazine.ca. 

 This issue, for which Christopher 

Collingwood’s poem acted as a cornerstone, uses 

the backdrop of fall to explore various types of 

physical and lifestyle transformations that people 

experience throughout their lives. Mixed with a 

healthy dose of creepy and unsettling body horror, 

this issue is a perfect spooky embodiment of fall. 

 Kicking off the issue is Noah Codega’s 

“Raised Bed,” a fantastic tale describing what it 

might be like to wake and discover that you have 

become a garden plot. Humans are resilient, but a 

garden cannot survive and thrive without the 

proper care. 

 Second is “Thorns” by Vera Hadzic. This 

story explores loneliness and companionship in a 

heart-wrenching tale featuring an otherworldly 

visitor.  

 Christopher Collingwood’s poem “Chrysalis 

of Justice” is next, describing the process by 

which a trial is completed within a transforming 

chrysalis.  

 In “The Hole in the System,” E. C. Fuller 

explores loss and love as the world slowly 

becomes perforated by holes. A beautiful 

examination of belief, grief, irony, and the human 

ability to adapt to challenging circumstances. 

 The final piece of Issue 6 is L Chan’s “Your 

Body Is a Doorway.” The story follows Kai as he 

works to protect Singapore from a giant raging 

monster while dealing with his own demons. The 

Far Church has cast a shadow over Kai’s life for a 
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long time, but perhaps now he can find a way to 

be rid of them for good. 

 The cover of Issue 6, illustrated by Mateus 

Roberts, was inspired by L Chan’s “Your Body Is 

a Doorway.” Mateus illustrates the Kai’s 

tormented soul while tendrils burst from the back 

of his head. A wonderfully creepy image that 

precedes the beautiful and tragic issue that 

follows. 

 This fall, I will be working on a series of 

guest-edited zines that I am calling MYRIAD. The 

first MYRIAD zine will feature Kevin Casin as its 

first guest editor! It will be accepting flash fiction 

pieces on the theme of “Boundaries” between 

September 1st and October 1st. The zine is 

expected to release sometime in December 2021, 

and will be followed by other guest edited zines in 

2022. Each zine will be subscriber-exclusive and 

follow a theme chosen by the attached guest 

editor. I can’t wait to share more details of this 

exciting new project with you in the coming 

months. 

 As always, I am incredibly honoured to 

work with Hexagon’s contributors, who are 

actively shaping the short speculative fiction 

landscape with every piece that they write. This 

magazine would be nothing without their hard 

work and creativity. 

 I hope you enjoy this issue full of spooky 

speculative fiction as much as I enjoyed putting it 

together! 

 

 JW Stebner 
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Raised Bed 
by Noah Codega 

 

My own gardening experience had 

informed me that the beet is a capricious 

vegetable. One side of the garden might yield 

buckets of them, beautiful blood-dark globes with 

lush leafy tops ready for the pan, and twenty feet 

away might be a patch so actively hostile to their 

growth that you would be lucky to see a single 

sprout all season. The most important thing, I had 

found, was to keep beet seeds consistently moist 

to ensure germination. Although this doesn’t 

eliminate the chances of a bare row, it does reduce 

them considerably. 

And so I realized: my body was a 

consistently moist environment, and full besides 

of every micro- and macro-nutrient a beet could 

ask for. Some trickster had apparently realized this 

and sown my torso in the night with two neat rows 

of beta vulgaris, cultivar unknown. When I awoke 

in the dim blue of early morning to find their 

tender cotyledons sprouting from my skin, I 

couldn't help but admire the ingenuity that went 

into this little scheme. It was odd, I reflected, that 

to my knowledge it hadn’t been tried yet. After 

all, a human would make a wonderful garden 

enrichment. Deposited on a compost heap and left 

to my own devices for a while, I would be a real 

boon to soil composition wherever I was forked. It 

was only a short leap of logic to try out a living 

garden.  

I pinched one or two of the seedlings out 

of my chest, but found the red holes they left 

behind far more unsightly than the plants 

themselves, so I let the rest be. Besides, what real 

reason did I have for getting rid of them? They 

weren’t hurting me. (In fact, if I brushed their 

small tops gently I found the sensation pleasant, 

something like how I imagine a grassy meadow 

feels on a warm breezy day.) I lived alone and no 

one would try to convince me to remove them, or 

call a hospital, or the county extension agent. No, 

I thought it best to let the planting take its course. 

Having decided not to move in case I 

disturbed my beets, I had no way to know what 

time it was other than by watching the sun’s 

traverse through my windows. I slept for a while, 

and my beets grew very quickly. By the end of the 

day, the tops of the roots were protruding from my 

stomach, and the greens were tall and healthy. 

Soon after the sun set, I slept again with a gentle 

sense of satisfaction. 
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The next morning, I noticed that my 

landscaper had experimented with companion 

planting, and a central row of tough kale stalks 

stretched from the hollow of my throat to my 

groin. Their leaves already plumed out like the 

ruffled feathers of strange green birds, and my 

beets looked happy and plump below them. After 

my midday nap, I looked down to see healthy 

tomato plants sprawling along my thighs, and 

turned my head to look at winter squash vines 

trailing from my shoulders and along my arms. I 

noticed that even if I had wanted to leave the 

comfort of my bed, I was getting very heavy with 

my produce, and found even the smallest shifts in 

position difficult. But as I have mentioned, I grew 

to be quite content where I was. 

So, bedridden and sprouting with my wild 

array of vegetables, likely out of work for the 

foreseeable future, I thought hard about how I 

could turn the situation to my economic 

advantage. After a few ideas that went nowhere—

I could lease myself to apartment-dwellers who 

didn’t have the space for a proper garden, or use 

myself as an educational model for charter 

schools—I hit on the idea of CSA shares. For a 

reasonable fee, a weekly or biweekly box stuffed 

full of my finest and freshest could be dropped on 

your doorstep, ready to be enjoyed raw and crisp 

or fermented into kimchi. I had it all worked out 

in my head, as my hands were hosting a few 

impressive pea vines that didn’t like to be 

disturbed and I was unable to write. Despite my 

small acreage, my body was nothing if not 

bountiful, and if I hired someone to harvest me 

every few days, as well as to do some light 

weeding between rows to keep things neat and 

tidy, I had no doubt that I could reliably get a 

good full box out the door several times a week. 

Then the potatoes came. 

When I first sprouted, the beets didn’t 

bother me, physically speaking. Oh, there was a 

little brief emotional anguish when I realized that I 

was a garden plot, but individual beets aren’t 

particularly uncomfortable. They don’t go deep 

enough to do anything more irritating than prod 

some organ walls, and those soon enough adapt to 

the incursion. Humans are fascinatingly fragile 

and astonishingly resilient creatures, you know? 

We can crawl across deserts for weeks with no 

food, we can lose arms and legs and eyes and 

teeth, we may be burned and bent and broken in a 

thousand ways, and we will live. We may slip in 

the shower, trip down the stairs, catch a cold, and 

die. There’s no way at all to tell the width of the 

barrier that separates us at any moment from 
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death. All I mean to say, though, is that my body 

was well-equipped to handle a few beets. 

Potatoes, though, in their nebulous clusters 

of tubers and roots, took it as their singular 

mission to tangle themselves into every system my 

body possessed. As small potatoes grew into big 

potatoes, I imagined my veins and arteries snarled 

around them like fishing line. Almost as bad was 

the contingent of bloated potato beetle instars that 

swarmed the leaves. As the potatoes twined with 

my nerves I felt their horrible little jaws tearing at 

each leaf and I wished that someone would come 

along to knock them into a can of kerosene. 

The potato picking took my stomach with 

it. (My peas had died off by then and their dried 

vines trailed uselessly from my hands, allowing 

me some dexterous movement.) Some of the 

tubers had managed to penetrate my stomach wall 

and form their own colony inside. There was 

simply no chance of a clean extraction. But I 

realized that after I lost my stomach, after I pulled 

it glistening and sheening and pink from the rich 

crumbling soil of my belly and flung it away with 

its knot of scabbed potatoes, I felt no hunger at all. 

As long as my vegetables lived and 

photosynthesized, and as long as my body 

nourished them, I had all the food I needed—but 

you may notice the paradox at play. Neither 

system could continue indefinitely. Unless 

someone came to fertilize me, sooner or later I 

would be nothing but a useless patch of weedy 

dirt. I may not have known exactly how I came to 

be a garden plot, but I knew that I was not 

prepared for intensive cultivation. 

My next real discomfort was the mouth 

cabbage. I believe it was a savoy, but my line of 

sight to my mouth was not particularly clear, 

obstructed by patches of baby chard on my cheeks 

and upper lip. I am fond of the brassicas as a rule, 

but the swelling of my mouth cabbage to not only 

block my throat but to push my teeth out of my 

gums, clattering onto the floor one by one as they 

popped free, caused me some distress. (I believe 

one or two didn’t come all the way out, and 

remained embedded in my mouth cabbage like 

pearls hidden in oysters.) The roots trailing 

towards my lungs took some getting used to as 

well, but soon enough I hardly noticed them—my 

crops did most of my respiration for me, anyway. 

My mouth cabbage opened and bloomed 

beautifully. Sometime in there, I believe my jaw 

broke with its rapid growth, snapped open with a 

sound like the days long ago when my mother 

bent at the kitchen counter, breaking the ends off 

green beans with her thumbnail. But I have no use 
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for speaking anymore, and it’s hard to remember 

when exactly this happened. 

The harvesters came early in the morning, 

because they had a long day ahead of them, I 

expect, and wanted to get home at a reasonable 

hour. Word must have gotten around about me, 

though I don’t know who would have been 

spreading the news. I hadn’t told anyone of my 

condition, and no one had come to check on me, 

even after my long absence from work. My eyes 

were gone by then, supplanted by two long hard 

daikons that twitched spasmodically in their 

sockets when I tried to engage my rapidly 

decaying ocular muscles, and my ears had 

produced two lovely heads of cauliflower whose 

florets absorbed all but the loudest sounds. But I 

sensed the harvesters’ presence in my room even 

before they got to work. I felt their hard hands all 

over my vegetables, all over me, pulling at the 

lush carrot tops that rose from my hips, chopping 

the dense spinach fields on my legs and feet, 

popping ears of corn from the stalks that had 

grown tall in a winding row along my clavicles. 

There was a painful, yet beautiful, sense of tension 

and release as the last of my beets came from my 

chest, as I felt the loose earth shaken back into the 

hollow of what used to be my ribcage. 

Then the harvesters were gone. My body 

splayed open like a frog on a dissection table, 

used but not cared for. Where was my cover crop 

for the long winter? My compost full of life-

giving microbes Why had my landscaper not come 

back to plant me anew? 

With what strength I had left, now that my 

vegetables were gone and with them the energy of 

the sun, I teased the soil in my stomach cavity. 

The rich humus I had known and loved was a 

desiccated dust. I brought my weakened hands to 

my face to feel the wide broken hollow of my 

mouth, the hard stump of cabbage stem left to rot. 

My face was dry, itchy, taut and cracked. As I 

scratched I felt it crumble away beneath my 

fingers. The harvesters had left the windows open 

for a bit of breeze while they worked, and even 

now, as what is left of my face caves away under 

my clawing hands, I feel it chewing at me, lifting 

away forever my body’s dead dirt. 
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Thorns 
by Vera Hadzic 

CW: Slut-shaming 

 

The boy found her on his way home from 

school—tail, gills, and all. Nobody would have 

believed him, so he never brought anyone over. 

Alone on the lakeside, he watched her glide 

through the water. Scales turning to jewels of 

green dew in the sunlight, and silky fins rising 

from her elbows like foamy parachutes. He, and I, 

were the only ones to know about her. 

 Soon, he began talking to her—she didn’t 

reply. He appreciated this, her listening, her 

quietness. They have voices, but no tongue, only a 

flap of bone and tissue on the floor of their 

mouths. In fish, they call it a basihyal. The boy sat 

on a moss-loved rock and dipped his feet in the 

cold; she wove figure eights in the water, caught 

cottonwood fuzz between her webbed fingers. 

They would stay long enough for the mists to 

reform between the trees, cover the lake in pale 

white gauze, and he’d leave her under the last 

strains of the sun. He trudged home through a 

dark forest and a whistling road. 

 He told her things. Thorny things, things 

that make tiny incisions in your mouth when you 

try to talk about them. They weren’t exactly 

secret—you’d be hard-pressed to find a classmate 

who didn’t know what his sister did with boys in 

the church parking lot, a classmate who didn’t 

judge her for it when hearing his father’s sermons. 

To spare their mouths from bleeding, they were 

economical with their words. They didn’t have to 

ask about his sister before they dumped him in the 

garbage bins. He didn’t need to hear his sister’s 

name to blame her, even if she’d done nothing 

wrong. And the girl in the lake listened with thin, 

withered, silent lips, the water drawn up to her 

mud-grey shoulders. 

I think the loneliness drove him to the lake 

in the first place. And after he met her, hardly 

anything could keep him away. Nobody 

understood him, and he liked that she didn’t try. I 

imagine the house wasn’t too quiet when he went 

home, smelling of mist and lake-weeds and 

mosquitoes, rarely bothering to look both ways as 

he crossed the road. Everyone knew what his 

father was like when he was angry—coals 

smoking up his lungs, waiting for a spark. Since 

nobody could talk about his sister without a 

dripping mouth, it was easier to take it out on him.  



Hexagon SF Magazine 10 

 One day, she sang for him. Singing, of 

course, is a human term for something that’s not 

human at all. She heaves sound out of the fog in 

her lungs, and her throat churns it into something 

that you don’t hear with your ears, something 

resonating in your bone marrow. When the boy 

stood at the edge of the lake and watched the 

sound filter through her trembling gills, he didn’t 

think about his sister or the garbage bins or his 

father. 

As the days shortened, so did their time 

together. He sat, alone on his rock, for hours after 

she’d gone, mists streaming into his pockets, 

weighing him down. When the first snow fell, I 

could hear the loneliness in each crunching 

footstep as he made his way through the trees, 

across the icy road, heading home to where the 

heating was on and the flames in his father’s 

sternum were roaring. Or if it was a church night, 

the house would be lightless and quiet and hollow. 

His sister would be in the parking lot. 

 I remember that it got particularly cold; 

for a week, our breaths hung from invisible pegs 

in the air. The lake froze over—and for the first 

time, no one was there when he came after school. 

Day after day, the ice only thickened. He shone a 

flashlight over it, hoping to see her webbed palms 

pressed to the ice. He never did. 

 At school, they must have read the loss in 

his face. When they dragged him out, they asked 

about his mermaid. He couldn’t figure out how 

they knew until the third punch to the stomach—

his sister. His sister must have found out. She 

must have told one of the boys she’d pinned to the 

car seat in the church parking lot, must have 

whispered it into his ear while his eyes drifted up 

to the sunroof and interrogated the stars. The 

secret must not have been thorny enough to 

puncture her tongue. They stripped off his shirt 

and dumped him into the garbage bin and 

showered him with water so cold it strangled his 

veins. When they let him out, he limped into class 

wet and white as a crab’s underbelly. 

Was it the next day that he knocked on my 

door? He’d even brought a sketchbook, pages 

sagging with pencil drawings. Some were of her, 

but the newest ones were of himself. 

I did think about it. He wouldn’t mind the 

pain, he promised. But it would hurt—I’d have to 

gouge the gills out of his neck, carve out shelves 

of flesh, slice the slenderest of slits. Scramble his 

insides, make him a fish within and out. Pinch the 

skin between each of his fingers and stretch it 

until you could see through, weave shrouds to his 

arms for the fins. Loosen his tongue into putty, 

reshape it into a basihyal. I wasn’t even sure how 
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I’d make the tail. I explained that the pain would 

be there when he awoke—the feeling that each 

cell in his body had been re-grafted backwards, 

inverted. What I really feared was that if I did it, 

he would spend his days hanging onto the rock 

until he starved. Unbelonging—unclaimed by 

water, unwanted on land. 

Though you might argue that was already 

true. 

Afterwards, I looked through the 

sketchbook he’d left, graphite lines dripping 

across the paper as though twisted of water 

themselves. In his drawings, the boy and the girl 

swim into the depths of the lake, and their hair 

becomes a cloud of ink around their heads, and 

when no one is around, they let out sounds from 

deep in their lungs.   

I don’t know if he was heading to the 

lake, or coming home when the car hit him. In the 

darkness, he must have been little more than 

shadow and fog. He lay on the road, mists 

gathering between his fingers, under his jaw. I’ve 

been too afraid to ask if he survived. The family 

moved, and the thorny things stopped being so 

interesting. No one stays in the church parking lot 

anymore. Others are thrown into garbage bins. But 

his sister still visits. We talk sometimes, about 

things that don’t matter, about some things that 

do. From her, I learn that some of the boys at 

school flipped through his sketchpad, found his 

drawings. That’s how they discovered the girl in 

the lake, she tells me. And I watch his sister cross 

that misty street, and sit by the lake until it’s dark, 

waiting for the ice to thaw. 
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Chrysalis of 
by Christopher Collingwood 
 

Guilt is a natural incubator— 

a resonance that finds 

growth in the silence; 

the offender is given to the 

chrysalis, to metabolise by justice. 

Truth is the catalyst,  

the interrogation creates 

the first weave in the lattice, 

solidifying the glacial purpose. 

Welcoming the victim’s DNA, 

it secretes the evidence  

inside the chrysalis, breaking 

the bonds that reveal 

the crime. 

The victims eyes 

unravel the helix, the events 

seed from memory; 

footsteps remembered, darkness 

that represses the scream, 

blood splintering across a blade. 

The chrysalis traps moments  

in its morphic structure; a touch  

of a witness, a piece of DNA, 

images that flash across 

its ambient surface; all reshaping 

the pattern, truth growing 

within the cocoon. 
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The offender’s cells 

divide in objectivity, 

the case imprinting its sequence, 

splicing organic fibres 

from perception. 

Until a lattice forms  

around the offender’s mind, 

providing the final collaboration— 

guilt seeps from the offenders 

thoughts; a lucid plea dripping 

into the chrysalis. 

Time weaves judgement 

into the lattice—guilt coalesces 

from the adapted cells;  

the trial spirals within the helix, 

and a sentence is embedded 

in self-replication. 

The chrysalis resonates, vibrating 

to the amplitude of justice, 

fracturing with guilt, it shatters, 

releasing a body from its fluid; 

slowly opening their eyes, the victim  

takes the first breath of their renewed life. 
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The Hole in 
the System 
by E. C. Fuller 

 

The doctor had assumed Nadia was the 

patient. She had eight parasitic holes, starting 

under her chin and ending at the dip in her 

sternum. 

Parasitic Holes were rare but incurable, 

sometimes fatal, with unknown transmission 

vectors. They were different from regular holes 

that were bored, drilled, dug, scraped, as if the 

hole had been built into the thing, their boundaries 

as smooth as rings. Parasitic holes multiplied, pox-

like. They could be patched, filled, bridged. 

The white-and-black echocardiogram 

revealed that Red’s heart had a hole. 

The doctor’s described the surgery to 

patch the hole as blessedly easy. The early April 

tulips toasted them as they walked home. Home to 

Nadia was wherever she was with Red. He could 

talk shop with her dad and talk shit with her 

brothers. He appreciated his mother and 

motherboards, opera and operating systems. But 

now their relationship reached a milestone, 

perhaps a terminal: possible death. She had always 

been the one to encourage him when his shoulders 

slumped or soothe him when they hunched to his 

ears. But she didn’t know what to say. Maybe 

echo the doctor and say, “It’s a blessing,” though 

she didn’t believe in Him or consider cracking 

open a ribcage and patching the heart like a 

punctured bicycle tire a blessing. 

“We have enough savings,” Red said, 

surprising her. “And I have medical leave.” 

Thank goodness, because Nadia didn’t. 

Nadia had been a rising opera star at the second 

biggest city in their small midwestern state. When 

she discovered the holes in her throat one morning 

six months ago, she screamed in a thin whispery 

whistle. In the beginning, she taped the holes shut 

before trying to sing. Only duct tape had an 

airtight seal. But when she peeled it off, her skin 

came with it, and soon she wore a collar of raw 

flesh. Afraid of widening her holes, she 

experimented with every configuration of fabric, 

adhesive, and binding. She could cover them with 

Band-Aids and medical tape, which sealed them 

well enough that she could breathe normally. In 

the months that followed, she practiced making 

sounds like a child learning to play the clarinet. If 
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she covered most holes, she could talk, though 

each time she did it, her voice changed pitch and 

timbre. At its worst it was a goosey honk. At its 

best, a rich golden note she cried to hear; she 

hadn’t believed she could make beautiful sounds 

again after losing her voice. But she had sung for 

hours each day for years to land her relatively low 

position in the opera. The holes zeroed out that 

progress. 

After dropping out of the opera world, 

after one hundred and seven applications, after 

being rejected for worse and worse paying 

positions, Nadia was hired at the first place she 

had ever been hired: Reasonables, a local grocery 

store. The only difference between her teenage 

years and now was her medical exemption to wear 

turtlenecks, the loss of her dream, and the possible 

loss of the last thing that made her life worth 

living. 

Nadia and Red picked up the pace as they 

came up on the corner where the Holey Man 

lived. They cast their eyes down to the sidewalk 

as they passed the street preacher, who shouted, 

“Chaos is God testing us! Misfortune is God 

saying, ‘Pay attention!’” Nadia stuck her fingers 

in her ears. In the muffled quiet, her thoughts 

orbited that hole in Red’s heart the way water 

circles a drain. 

If only they had something to take their 

minds off what was happening to them, Nadia 

thought.  

A week later, the grocery store manager 

announced a company-wide contest. 

“An employee who develops a system 

incentivizing customers to return their carts will 

be entered in a drawing to receive a grand prize 

worth up to $10,000.” 

Red, a systems engineer bored on medical 

leave, and Nadia, restless and aching for a 

challenge, had a brand-new hospital bill of 

$10,000. 

A deliciously ridiculous distraction. Why 

not? 

 

Â Â Â 

 

“A good system is simple, sticky, and self-

regulating,” Red explained before she left for 

work. “Simple: people can do it intuitively and 

without extra thought. Sticky: it’s hard to quit or 

not do. Self-regulating: the system has a 

mechanism that ensures carts will be put back. 

E.g., like how Publix does their cart system.” 

Publix’s shopping carts were locked 

together. Customers could release a cart by 

inserting a coin into the lock, and they would get 
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their money back when they returned the cart. But 

the contest conditions stated, “Systems that don’t 

require additional investing, such as purchasing 

equipment, will be considered over ones that do 

require capital.” 

“Cheapskates,” Nadia croaked. She used 

sign language to finish her thoughts with her 

hands. “You research. I’ll observe.” 

Each morning Nadia made sure Red had 

snacks and water nearby, had his phone and laptop 

charged and nearby, and had an extra kiss before 

heading to work. While on her break she plunked 

atop an overturned milk crate and chewed her 

sandwich while watching the parking lot. 

Most people returned carts. But why? 

Nadia did because she felt guilty if she didn’t, and 

because she rarely had a reason to not return one. 

She once didn’t, because she had rushed in to buy 

fabric tape for a torn costume and several cases of 

water and the performance was only an hour 

away. To save time she shoved the cart at the 

receptacle and hoped it would clatter in. But the 

cart veered and clanged against the receptacle 

rails. She lunged into her car with cheeks burning 

from the judgement of young mother and elderly 

women, with their pursed lips and pointing 

toddlers.  

Perhaps because it was so embarrassing to 

be caught that Nadia usually only saw the 

aftermath of abandonment: a shopping cart 

drifting downhill and a worker sprinting to catch it 

before it dented and scratched a car. A young 

mother wrestling with three boys forgot her cart in 

the adjacent parking spot. A blithe older woman 

simply pushed her cart into the vacant end of the 

parking lot and drove away. One day it stormed 

and shopping carts gleamed silver, scattered in the 

parking lot, facing all directions. 

She wrote down what she saw or didn’t 

see, her speculations on why people returned or 

didn’t return, and the why behind the why. 

Focusing on solving this new problem was 

surprisingly fun, and it pleased her to understand 

why Red loved being a systems engineer. A 

system was like a mobile, each piece precisely 

weighted, each piece equally necessary, which 

seemingly kept itself in motion with the slightest 

touch. What were the pieces? Where did they go? 

How did they fit into the grocery store without 

disrupting its operations? Red beamed as she 

signed, her hands flying with excitement. 

A few days later they were sitting in the 

waiting room of the doctor’s office talking about 

the shopping carts. 
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Red said, “You know, a good system 

buffers people from bad luck.”  

A nurse called Red’s name.  

“You stay in the waiting room,” he 

insisted, rising. “Think about it.” 

Nadia didn’t understand what he meant. It 

didn’t sound right for reasons she couldn’t 

articulate. Her thoughts rose to Red in the doctor’s 

office and generated invasive procedures with 

spider-leg-like instruments and clear liquids 

running down IV lines into ridged green veins.  

She noticed there was a small hole in the 

elevator door. She could not remember if it had 

been there the last time. When doctors and nurses 

got in the elevator, the hole provided a clear line 

to their chests like a scope. Red returned later by 

this elevator. A nurse held him by the elbow. He 

was stooped, shuffling, his face tight. The nurse 

advised them to pick up broth, oatmeal, bananas, 

and other bland food before going home. 

He took small, ginger steps. The weather 

mocked them with laundered and fluffed clouds in 

clear blue skies. The Holey Man’s corner had 

more people than usual, and Nadia thought that if 

he screamed at them, she would scream back. 

Fortunately, he didn’t. 

When they got to the store, Nadia steered 

him to a bench, but he protested, “I want to see 

how customers move through the store.” She 

relented but signed that he needed to at least use a 

shopping cart. 

In the parking lot the carts were loose like 

a pasture gate had been left open. Seething, she 

grabbed the nearest one and walked with her hand 

on his back, her thumb rubbing his shoulder blade. 

He winced when he reached for things on higher 

shelves. Pallets cluttered aisles as narrow and 

inhospitable as ravines. Customers swerved in 

front of them. When they reached the checkout 

line his forehead shone with sweat. Red’s voice 

was hoarse as he chatted with Nadia’s coworker. 

Nadia could only speak comfortably in bursts and 

nobody but the manager could use sign language 

well enough to hold a conversation with her. As 

they made their way home Nadia was struck by 

how alone they were.  

As another month passed and the surgery 

date drew close, Nadia was freighted with her 

absurd sense that solving this challenge would 

make Red’s hole vanish. Making sure aisles were 

clear, moving produce within easy reach, and even 

aligning the cereal boxes felt like she was putting 

the world in order. 

Meanwhile, more holes constellated 

America. One devoured a pillar in city hall, like 

an extremely determined termite. A crater 
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deepened in Arizona. And more and more 

customers had parasitic holes. And still Nadia 

could not think of a way to entice people to return 

their carts. 

Eventually, weeks later, a young mother 

and her little girl went through Nadia’s checkout 

line. The girl had a hole in her cheek. Her tongue 

ran over her exposed gums and baby teeth. The 

mother kept her eyes cast down while Nadia 

swiped cans over the barcode scanner. 

Nadia put her hand over her throat to 

cover the holes and spoke, “That’ll be $49.51.” 

The mother glanced at her and dropped 

her eyes. The girl asked her, “You have holes 

too?” 

“Yep!” Nadia put her fingers over her 

lower holes and made her voice pitched low. “I 

can make my voice—” she changed holes and her 

voice squeaked, “Go up and down!” 

The little girl giggled. A tiny smile 

cracked her mom’s face. 

Nadia watched them put the cart away. 

The little girl insisted that she push it into the 

receptacle. Nadia wished everyone who came 

through the store had fun putting their cart away. 

Like a Nintendo game, she thought. Weren’t 

games systems?  

And then she had her answer. To make 

customers want to turn in their carts, turn it into a 

game.  

She hashed out her idea with Red. 

Frequent shoppers would get a frequent shopper 

card, with ticket punchers attached to the cart 

receptacle. When customers returned a cart, the 

puncher would punch the card with a ding! When 

the card had twenty holes, customers could 

redeem it for a free drink at the deli. Soft drinks 

cost pennies, and customers would probably 

purchase snacks to go with the drink, giving the 

store more business. Even if customers tried to 

cheat by returning extra carts, even that would 

work in the store’s favor, because carts would still 

be returned. The idea would lose points with the 

judging committee because stores would have to 

purchase equipment to implement it, but the fun 

bell sound, the anticipated reward, and the 

incentive to return was seductive. 

“Like those urinals with a ceramic fly on 

them so men aim!” Red exclaimed. “Brilliant!” 

Nadia dropped her suggestion into the 

contest box the next day. Over the following 

weeks, she imagined that when she was revealed 

to be the winner, a chain of events would naturally 

occur. The grand prize would be wired to their 

bank account. Their medical debt would be wiped 
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away. Red would have a flawless surgery and 

make a complete recovery, and hers would follow 

soon after. Her daydreams spun out elaborate 

fantasies of returning to the opera or becoming a 

famous speaker on adversity, her voice 

unwavering and clear as a sunbeam. 

A month later, the beaming manager led 

her into the breakroom, which had been festooned 

with streamers. On the scratched and stained table 

was a box wrapped in gold paper, topped with a 

bow. As her fellow coworkers cheered and 

applauded, much like the opera audience had done 

long ago, Nadia tore the paper off, her heart rising 

into her throat. Then the cheering died. 

A card at the bottom of the box: A pass 

for free karaoke for life at a karaoke chain. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

She saw the humor in it, but her sagging 

face spurred the manager to action. He tried to 

arrange a prize or cash exchange, involving many 

cajoling phone calls to Reasonables’ executive 

board. But he was refused. Maybe his well-meant 

ruckus was what caused her to be escorted from 

the building with her last paychecks in her hand, 

laid off. 

She cried walking home. Her crying 

caused her to honk, and she cried harder hearing 

herself, honking louder. People steered their 

children away, eyes cutting at her. Like she had 

left a shopping cart in the parking lot. 

Of course, when she got home, Red was 

sprawled on the floor. Of course, the hospital bill 

would now be $100,000. Of course, on the walks 

to and from the hospital in the following weeks, 

she saw that the grocery store chain had 

implemented the punch card machines anyway. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The holes spread. Window panes fell out 

of their frames as the frames yawned. Sinkholes 

swallowed pedestrians like frogfish. The subway 

tunnels deepened and branched. She applied for 

food stamps and housing assistance, citing 

medical need. She saw a worker dump a bag of 

stale muffins by a dumpster, and when the door 

closed behind them, she snatched it up and ate 

them over the week, breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

She couldn’t spend any money. Every bit of it 

needed to go toward the medical bill. 

Even while Red lay in his hospital bed, he 

worried about her. 
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“You need a system to keep you from 

going crazy,” he said hoarsely on one of her daily 

visits. “Have you been practicing your voice?” 

She took his advice and began a new 

practice notebook, like the ones she kept as a 

singer, full of observations and schedules. But 

doing only what was practical could not soothe 

her. She stoppered drains with avocado seeds, or 

plugged holes in pipes she saw exposed. Maybe 

by filling the hole, whatever caused it would heal, 

she thought. Nadia often caught herself making 

rituals and wishes like this. Like people who 

believed being full would stave off stomach holes 

and gorged, or who believed the holes was where 

God left them and prayed. She saw a woman 

scream at her sobbing son over a bagel. If no 

sense would be had, people would make their 

own. 

Half to cheer him up, half to soothe 

herself, she brought Red donut holes and fed them 

to him. 

He swallowed. “Hey . . . I called your dad 

and let him know. . . .” At the look on her face, he 

replied to her unspoken retort, “You need support 

too.” 

She pretended to smother him with a 

pillow, a little too hard to be entirely play. 

Her dad called her later. His starched 

voice carried his disapproval efficiently. “How are 

you?” 

She put her hand over her throat, 

squeezing. “Fine.” 

Her dad hadn’t heard her voice since the 

parasitic holes had appeared, and he paused. “And 

Red?” 

“Also fine.” 

He quoted, “’It is possible to commit no 

mistakes and still lose. That is not a weakness; 

that is life.’” And because he couldn’t help 

himself, added, “But if you had chosen a better 

career, maybe you would have a larger financial 

cushion—” 

She hung up. Choice and luck and 

mistakes—he had wanted her to be an engineer 

like himself and her brothers. But numbers 

jumped and vanished like fleas and did not 

nourish her. She wasn’t trying, he had accused 

her, accurately. There had been a point in middle 

school where she had imagined her life if she 

threw out the letter beneath her pillow from the 

conservatory with the scholarship offer and 

practiced math as hard as her dad said she should. 

The daydream always ended with her hanging 

herself with her high school graduation tassels—

or even just regular rope, since her math grades 
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never rose higher than Cs and she doubted she 

would graduate. 

She had been privileged to think her 

actions were connected to her good fortune. That 

without her mom persuading her dad, without 

their salaries to support the remaining tuition, 

without their cars and the highways to take her to 

the conservatory, conveniently less than ten miles 

from her house, that the divine deck hadn’t been 

stacked in her favor—she was just that good. That 

Red, whom her dad considered someone who had 

done everything right, the one who had dropped 

out of the conservatory to pursue engineering 

shortly after she met him, could live by budgeting 

his heartbeats. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Her sense of right and wrong warped. 

About a month after being fired, two things 

happened. The first was that the old grocery store 

was askew. A sinkhole on the west end pulled the 

store into a swampy cavern of busted water pipes. 

Good, thought Nadia. The thought made 

her feel low, defensive, and hollow, all at once. 

There is a God after all. 

The second thing was the Holey Man. 

More and more listeners jammed the sidewalk, 

prayer cards and candles in their hands, as holes 

perforated the city. Nadia often had to step into 

the street to go around them. But that day there 

were cries, gibbering. The crowd members held up 

their phones to record something happening on the 

other side. 

Nadia had never had a good look at the 

Holey Man. She had tried not to look, as she had 

hated when people gawked at her. Back when she 

still worked at Reasonables, a customer had once 

snapped a picture of her when he thought she 

wasn't looking. She had heard the camera's click 

and when she looked, caught his guilty eye and 

saw him stuffing the phone into his pocket. The 

manager had kicked him out. And she imagined 

collaring each audience member recording the 

sermon and booting them into the gutter. 

He’s doing his best! she thought. Who 

wouldn't be yelling at the world? Good for him! 

And she thought, I'll have a look at him and listen 

to what he has to say. 

She elbowed through the crowd. Through 

the gaps between bodies, she saw flashes of red-

streaked arms. Close to the center, the crowd's 

expressions were of fascination, horror, and naked 

carnivory.  

The Holey Man’s arms and stomach wept 

blood from hundreds of holes gouged there. He 
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wore this coat of blood and nothing else. One eye 

closed, weeping a clear fluid, the lid oddly 

deflated. His ear lobes had been hole punched. As 

he bawled, snot and spittle dribbled over his raw 

lips, his forehead scrunched. 

She gasped. The air whistled through her 

holes and several members of the crowd turned 

around. And the Holey Man caught her eye with 

his black blood-shot one. His mouth distended, 

gaping wider than any mouth should. 

He screamed, “Holes!” with foam at the 

corners of his mouth. “Holes! Give me your holes! 

Make me holy!” And he raised a bloody, 

sharpened pencil.  

The crowd recoiled away as he lunged, 

clawing for her. She screamed and her voice went 

too high to hear, fighting to get away. He grabbed 

her shoulder, but other men tackled him, 

wrenching him away. She broke away and ran to 

her apartment, staggering—her medical tape had 

come loose and the floorboards fell beneath her 

steps. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

And then it happened. The hospital called, 

said Red needed to go into surgery right away. 

She put her hand over her throat and croaked, “Do 

it.” 

The waiting room filled and emptied, like 

a tide. Sunlight slid up the walls and vanished. 

How would they pay? Why should she pay if he 

died? She thought venomously. What’s the point 

of doing the right thing when nothing goes right 

anyway? 

People glanced at her and leaned away. 

She had forgotten to cover her holes. So they 

made people uncomfortable? She sat rigidly, 

keeping her eyes on the hole in the elevator. 

Good. 

An old man stumped in, sighing, his cane 

clicking against the ground. His brow was 

knuckled and his mouth was thin, as if he held 

back a wince. He gingerly sat in a waiting chair 

and with a pained smile, asked Nadia, “So 

whaddya in for?” 

Nadia shook her head and signed. 

He said fervently, “Oh thank God, you’re 

deaf.” 

Before she could be offended, he relaxed 

and released a wild bass fart. As her expression 

changed and the man realized that she could hear, 

the pitch changed as he tried to cinch it off. But 

then Nadia began to honk with laughter. And he 

started to laugh, and his farts came out staccato, 
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and they were trapped into a devil's feedback loop 

of hysterical braying and wind-passing, until she 

ran out of air, and so did he.  

Nadia sighed, wiping her tears. Breathing 

deeply was a mistake; the waiting room smelled 

like roadkill broiling on the tarmac on a hot July 

day. Yet she felt rinsed, reset. She put her hand 

over her throat and croaked, “Jesus.” 

He tipped his hat. “So whaddya in for?” 

“My husband. A hole in his heart and 

stomach.” 

He had the kind of face that had smiled so 

often, it had broken, like leather. His smile 

radiated through deep wrinkles. 

“My wife’s in here too. Got a hole 

between her ears. If she stands sideways in the 

wind—” He whistled, then laughed. “Can’t hear 

of course. A blessing, in our case,” he added with 

a humorous grimace. “I’ve got a hole too.” 

“Where?” Nadia asked. 

“Let’s put it this way: my farts used to be 

a higher pitch.” 

They both broke into laughter.  

“Will she be okay?” Nadia asked. 

“That’s the question of the hour.” He 

shifted in his chair. “She’s in surgery now. And 

yours?” 

“Same. Do you—” before she lost her 

courage. “Do you pray?” She needed to know if it 

worked. She needed something, anything to do. It 

was the last thing that made sense—an appeal to 

the cosmic engineer. 

“Used to,” he said. “Started out praying, 

‘Dear God’. Now I say, ‘Listen here, you son of a 

bitch.’” 

She laughed weakly. “And it went in one 

ear and out the other, I’m sure.” 

“Humanity is a fleeting thought in His 

mind,” he said, his eyes wet and his smile 

trembling. 

A nurse came into the waiting room from 

the perforated elevator. 

“Mr. Rojas?” she asked. 

The man rose. To Nadia, he said, as if 

speaking it would make it so, “Good luck.” 

He followed the nurse down the checkered 

hallway. 

And there was absolutely nothing else she 

could do, so she prayed at God with her eyes wide 

open. A wordless vow to return all shopping carts 

from whence they came, to game the system 

whatever system she was in, and sing that elusive 

golden note—for why else did she have holes 

except to become an instrument? It all made sense 

to her. 
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Then the nurse returned, this time, 

wearing an expression of stoic professional 

determination. And Nadia knew that somewhere, 

possibly everywhere, God had laughed. Nadia 

knew the nurse was about to call her name and 

give her news, and then she would break, or break 

into laughter. 

And whatever the nurse said, could she 

laugh back? 
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Your Body Is a 
Doorway 
by L Chan 

 

Slightly after lunch, on a day with a 

promise of rain in the sticky breeze, Kai died to 

save the city for the twenty-third time. The 

alleyway was slick with the rainbow sheen leaking 

from the bottom of garbage skips, the smell the 

full bloom of rot and piss. Signs of human 

habitation, in fire exits that offered shelter from 

rain—food, half eaten and open brown bottles. 

The earth shivered in response to the footsteps of 

the Gargantuan. Kai didn’t have long. Kai’s body 

was a map, sketched out in needlepoint and 

marked by piercings in surgical steel, but the 

pathways the map traced ran below skin, in the 

wind of sinew, the surge of hot blood in veins and 

the spark from nerve to nerve.  

Steel dimpled flesh, found purchase and 

slid in. The last pair were to meet in the middle of 

his skull, intersecting lines from ear and eye. 

Something on the other side was impatient, and 

Kai didn’t have to push at all. Tentacles reached 

out and pulled metal through the soft tissue of his 

brain. Kai felt the squirming mass of appendages 

spill from his torso, its birthing cries a chorus of a 

hundred voices from as many misshapen mouths. 

He was cast aside, as useful as a spent umbilicus, 

as the growing monster stepped up to do battle 

with the Gargantuan.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

One would have thought that the world 

would end with some smoothing egalitarianism, 

that the fire would cleanse and the flood waters 

would wash away. In practice, the age of the 

Gargantuan exacerbated what was already there. 

The rich did not suffer the indignities of the end 

times, retreating to their multitudinous holes in 

other parts of the world. Hong Kong continued to 

be inviting, Sydney was near, the megacities in 

China worthy landing spots for new wealth.  

Kai woke, body refreshed, a quick-saved 

version of a human being, running in a game 

without end or progress. His right knee sang as he 

levered himself up from the rubble, as it always 

did after his rebirth. The last gift the Far Church 

had given him was to open the door in him just 

after his bad knee gave way, a familiar ache that 
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welcomed him back to the world when he 

returned.  

The mood in the air was different after the 

Gargantuan was beaten back. There is a cadence 

to a city, a flow of blood in the rumble of cars, a 

heartbeat in the arterial pulse of subway trains. 

But when the Gargantuan raged, the city held its 

breath and the people knew silence for once. Kai 

limped into the shelter, dishevelled and with a 

patina of dusted concrete. Even after the end of 

the world, there was money to be made amongst 

the ashes, and people still had to be fed.  

“You’re late,” said the heavy-set woman 

behind the counter. Shiloh ran the shelter, an oasis 

in the devastation that used to be downtown 

Singapore. She kept her greying hair tucked under 

a faded purple headscarf, eschewing the other 

paraphernalia of her religion for more practical 

sporting attire.  

“The attack was a little close to home.” 

Shiloh forged through the crowd, insistent 

as an icebreaking ship, to reach him. Thick fingers 

brushed powdered building from his hair, the 

motion rocking his head. “Aiyah, boy. Like that 

also come to work, Auntie can manage.” 

Kai couldn’t explain his need to be at the 

shelter, to be amongst broken people. Because that 

was the only place a broken thing like him 

deserved. Deep down, all broken things know 

this—their place is with things like them. They 

had no fit with the things that were whole, but 

with other jagged and shattered things, they would 

cut each other and grind each other down, but 

there was a chance that they could fit. And a 

chance was all anyone deserved. 

He ladled out steaming bubur ayam into 

disposable bowls, the thick gruel’s exhalations 

heavy with aromatic sesame oil and the hint of 

chicken stock. The porridge itself was off white, 

pasty and savoury with a garnish of coriander, 

shredded chicken and crispy shallots. Those that 

came to Shiloh and the shelter did not have much 

to say. Everything they needed to say, they said 

with their eyes and their silence. Bowls were 

accepted with nods, gentle pulls from his hand. 

In the background, the news broadcast 

droned on. About the fallout from the latest duel 

between the Gargantuan and a squamous mess of 

tentacles, some ending in beaks, the others ending 

in gnarled and twisted hands, the same burnt 

corpse black as the rest of the beast. Kai flinched 

as he remembered the exquisite friction of steel 

into flesh, the terrible pull of the thing from the 

far side of the doorway. There was no pattern to 

the attacks of the Gargantuan, its targets 

seemingly random. Infographics reduced ash and 
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blood and ruin to digits and colourful lines, graphs 

superposed over aerial photographs of chaos. The 

shelter only had enough money to feed the needy, 

and nothing left over to buy entertainment that did 

not subject people to reliving their trauma parsed 

for primetime television.  

Limiting his view to the hands of those he 

served helped Kai. The things he birthed were 

indiscriminate in combat, as mindful of collateral 

damage as a pair of brawlers would be of ants in 

their way. He narrowed his eyes, focusing on the 

parade of scarred palms and dirty fingernails. His 

breath caught at the sight of a pair of clean hands. 

Rather, it was not often that there were hands 

unsoiled by the wounds of the city that drew his 

gaze. These hands joined wrists stained with the 

same ink that Kai’s bore. 

And just like that, the other man ran.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

The Far Church made an art of perfecting 

people like Kai, but first he had to be broken. 

Vicars of the Church were placed in charge of 

Kai’s conversion because they had grasped a 

fundamental truth—all you needed to break 

someone was love.   

 

Â Â Â 

 

He knew he had to chase the man, because 

he couldn’t have been the only child of the Far 

Church. Baptisms like his were an art form, the 

tempering of the soul through the unambiguous 

sear of pain. Art, like anything good, wasn’t 

perfected in a single day. There must have been 

others before, perhaps after. Drafts and more 

perfect works. And even if the piece were so 

unfinished, Kai wanted to behold himself in that 

broken mirror and ask why.  

Kai didn’t need to ask for time off when 

he left the shelter, he simply handed his apron to 

Shiloh. Cult survivors don’t make friends as a 

rule, and Kai didn’t even have Shiloh’s number, 

but she read the mixed look of confusion and 

desperation in his eyes plainly, and took the gear 

without a word. Just like the best of friends, she’d 

give him an enabling nudge down a slope of his 

choice, but pull him back from any cliff she could 

see. Too bad it took the end of the world for them 

to find each other.  

Not all parts of the city were equally 

afflicted by the Gargantuan’s rage; the shelter was 

in one such safe zone. The trail of damage bled 

trouble patterns onto infographics of the cityscape, 

a developing Rorschach inkblot of violence that 
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the world collectively projected its insecurities 

onto. The patterns meant nothing to Kai, as he 

vaulted over detritus and the pared grey flesh of 

buildings, avoiding the rusted ribs of rebar. The 

stranger with the scars like Kai’s was a flitting 

shadow ahead, tracking him was as fruitful as 

chasing a cup of water dumped in a river.  

The scream of rending metal and the 

groan of collapsing infrastructure found Kai when 

he rounded the corner. It surprised him that 

buildings amidst the charnel house remains of the 

city could still be tortured so. Ahead of him, the 

wildly distended limbs of the Gargantuan levered 

the bulk of the creature up. Words like humanoid 

only held meaning at scales comprehensible to a 

person. Describing the Gargantuan in human 

terms had the same utility as using a minnow to 

explain a whale.  

Within Kai came the insistent pressure of 

some thing from the outside, his flesh straining at 

his sternum, a rhythmic clack coming from within 

him as some hard beak chipped away at his skin, 

like a chick waiting to hatch. His collection of 

steel needles clattered to the floor in his haste to 

deploy them with fingers gone arthritic and claw-

like with pain. One by one, those keys found their 

points, the familiar sting of driving a needle into 

flesh was a welcome distraction from the growing 

insistence in his chest, and just as Kai got the last 

one ready, the thing waiting for the Gargantuan 

waited no longer, and spread its building sized 

wings from within him to take to the sky.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

The Far Church were the ones that 

convinced Kai he was incomplete. A necessary 

step to achieve their goals. The Church told him 

he needed to be filled with something else, to be 

made complete from outside, all they needed was 

a doorway.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

Waking up in a place other than his 

bedroom was second nature to Kai. In the world 

after the Gargantuan, arising to something familiar 

was the strangest thing of all to the marked man, 

for when he opened his eyes, he saw something 

he’d long left behind, the ceremonial vestments 

and accoutrements of the Far Church in the 

wreckage around him, and the pattern fell into 

place. He knew what the Gargantuan was after.  

 

Â Â Â 
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Shiloh looked up from the pots she was 

stirring, dancing through aromatic smoke with 

sweat beading on her brow and streaking her 

arms. Running the shelter had made her no 

stranger to persons visiting her in extremis, and 

yet she had not seen a person as near death as Kai 

when he staggered through the door that morning. 

There was an unnatural cadence to his step, an 

undulation to his lurch as he lumbered like a 

marionette to a chair and collapsed into it.  

She wrapped his shaking fingers around a 

glass of ice cold water, and let him drink before 

he spoke. It took some time.  

“I think I found the Gargantuan,” he said. 

“Sayang, it’s not difficult to find 

something four storeys tall. Put it back where you 

got it.” Shiloh found solace in humour in those 

dark days, but opportune moments to deploy it 

had gotten rarer. Not that she had stopped. Kai 

looked as bad as anyone she’d ever seen come 

into the shelter, and that included those she’d had 

to send to the hospitals.  

“No, he’s . . . like me. The monsters 

holding the Gargantuan back, it’s me. Every time 

it’s been me.” 

The man’s words seemed dredged from 

deep within him, and things long buried were 

being stirred. In Shiloh’s experience, once the 

dam had burst, there was no stopping the flood 

until it was spent. The time for judgement had not 

yet come, and the shelter was no place for 

judging. Kai’s story spilled from him, his 

childhood with the Far Church, what they did to 

him, why they did it. All fantastic, of course, and 

certainly not the worst she’d heard. Cults and old 

gods were relatively low on the list of 

explanations the world threw at the Gargantuan 

and the slew of monsters that protected the city. 

Aliens were popular. So were scientific 

experiments gone wrong, even though the sheer 

scale of the beasts defied physical laws. At least 

Kai’s story had its own internal logic; that, Shiloh 

mused, made it all the worse.  

Piercing Kai’s delusion was not for 

Shiloh. The world had ended, cracked asunder. 

And that was the damn thing, it made no sense, 

not to the government, not to the scientists, and 

certainly not to her. If delusion brought balance, 

then Shiloh was content enough to let it be, 

because the world had been broken and there were 

few things left intact, even if those were fantasies.  

“Kai,” she said, gentle as a feather on the 

wind, “What do you think you’re meant to do?” 

“The Church took people like me and 

turned us into doorways to somewhere else. There 

was a plan, there must have been, but they were 
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growing desperate. Sloppy. That’s how I got out.” 

Kai’s voice faded, as though he was a great 

distance away; lost, in the pain and loneliness of 

the cold cloisters of his childhood years. She let 

him speak while she assembled a simple dish of 

lontong, steamed rice cakes swimming in a thin 

curry of vegetables, topped with toasted coconut 

and the wild redness of fiery sambal. When he ate, 

it was mechanical, the rhythm of spoon to mouth 

with the emotion and regularity of a train 

schedule.  

“You’re out, the Far Church is gone.” 

“I thought so,” said Kai, a trickle of sauce 

running out the side of his mouth. He didn’t wipe 

it away. “But then the Gargantuan appeared and I 

knew what they made me for. No matter what it 

takes.” Fingers went unbidden to the odd set of 

tattoos he sported, rubbing scars that were felt 

more than seen.  

“The Gargantuan isn’t your problem, 

sayang.” 

“If not, then everything that happened to 

me has no reason. There has to be something. The 

world is over and it has to have been for 

something.” 

“Close your eyes, Kai.” The man did as he 

was told. Shiloh continued. “The world ends. As 

far as you know, it ends every time you close your 

eyes. It’s created again when you open them. The 

only thing you get to choose in the liminal space 

in between is you. That’s why.” 

“That’s why what?” 

“The shelter. Everything. I choose the 

world I want to be there when I open my eyes. 

Who’s choosing your world? The Gargantuan? 

The Far Church?” 

Shiloh dabbed at the food on Kai’s chin 

and flicked him on the nose, breaking his reverie. 

“You know what they say on airplanes, save 

yourself first, bodoh.” 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The apotheosis of the Far Church was 

never explained to Kai. The only language the 

church spoke was pain, and Kai was well versed. 

The Church broke people, emptied them out so 

that things could be invited in. Somewhere, 

something had gone very wrong.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

Kai’s chapter of the Far Church was as he 

remembered it, the plain rooms and whitewashed 

walls under a patina of dust. If the Gargantuan 

was coming, then it would come here, the only 

chapter of the Church Kai knew to be still 
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standing. He pondered where the Church had gone 

wrong, that all their machinations and plots did 

not save them from their creations, and now that 

the Church was gone, their inheritors would fight, 

over and over until the world had been ground to 

dust.  

Numb fingers lifted his collection of 

needles, each thrice the length of his fingers. The 

tattoos marked him like stigmata, and he never 

questioned why, no matter how deep he plunged 

the needles, they never came out the other side of 

his body. Kai had a choice, it could be like it 

always was, him and the Gargantuan killing each 

other, their frail human forms brought back after. 

Or he could change the world. Kai closed his eyes 

and hurled the needles from the open window, the 

clinks of impact barely audible from the ground 

below.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

 The Gargantuan was felt before Kai saw 

it, a deep reverberation of footsteps that clambered 

up the thick bones of his legs and settled in his 

stomach. Time and again he lost his mind to the 

creatures that he called forth to save the city. Five 

storeys up, and he was eye to eye with the 

Gargantuan. It saw him and didn’t see him, in the 

same way a person perused an ant.  

Kai felt the push from the other side of the 

doorway from within him, an insistent pressure. 

He had one chance for this, some way to break the 

cycle before it consumed the both of them. But it 

couldn’t be done by the rules of the Far Church. 

Not with the keys they’d provided him. He’d open 

the door on his own terms. The Church had 

always convinced Kai that his body was the 

doorway, but his body was very much the same as 

everyone else’s. Probably even the same as the 

body which brought the Gargantuan through.  

The insistence of the chitinous mass on 

the other side grew hard to bear, its imminence 

heralded by the clack of mandibles and the 

drumbeat of hard legs. Kai reached out, feeling the 

swirl on the other side of his mind coalesce into 

something with too many legs, with too 

mismatched jointed pedipalps like so many 

probing fingers. He would not lose himself to 

what was coming through, and as the creatures 

tore through his body, perhaps for the last time, he 

took control.  

 

Â Â Â 
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Kai rose to face the Gargantuan, this time 

on equal terms; his own, new body a strange and 

unfamiliar vehicle for his mind. The Far Church 

wanted to usher in a new world; made the 

Gargantuan their avatar to pave the way for 

others. Hubris was not a sin in the catechisms of 

the Far Church, and it spotted them like a growing 

mold. The Church assumed a place of honour for 

themselves in the new order after the world had 

been remade; an assumption as logical as a 

doorman hoping for a seat at the table for merely 

holding the door for the guests.  

Exoskeleton flexed and mandibles 

gnashed, an invitation for battle. The Gargantuan 

had turned on the Church, or maybe that had been 

the plan all along. Was Kai a backup? A desperate 

attempt to subvert the Church’s original plan? To 

turn the power of those from the outside against 

themselves? It mattered little, the Gargantuan had 

more than succeeded in  eviscerating the Church 

establishment, until nothing but hollow ruins 

remained, and still the Gargantuan raged. The 

meeting of the two giants was sufficient to shatter 

windows two streets down. Kai teetered on the 

many legs of his unnatural body, fighting both for 

control and against the onslaught of the other 

titan, each blow with the force of a wrecking ball.  

Ichor spurted where the Gargantuan 

scored a hit. The other monster would not stop 

until Kai was smeared across the roads and walls, 

would not stop until the Church had been ground 

to dust and perhaps the city after that. It would 

stop here and now, or it would never cease. Kai 

had never lost to the Gargantuan, but his previous 

victories would not save the Gargantuan and they 

would not save the city. 

Kai stopped, and held firm. The only 

language he shared with the Gargantuan was that 

of the fight. The Gargantuan pressed advantage, 

pummelling Kai’s shell, ripping and gouging 

where carapace had cracked, pending an 

articulated leg back until it broke, and hurling the 

severed appendage to embed it deep within the 

pavement.  

Perhaps the Gargantuan was the saviour, 

and Kai the mistake. Or the other way around. The 

city was dying, and the Far Church was dead. All 

the people that had ever hurt the two of them were 

long gone. They had only the fight, and death, and 

the fight again. A grindstone unceasing until the 

world had been rendered to nothing but dust. The 

cycle could not be broken by mortality. But 

maybe, something else. Kai met the Gargantuan’s 

gaze with his own multiplexed eyes, and for an 
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instant, he saw the other man behind those giant 

eyes.  

Slightly before dinner, with the scorch of 

the afternoon sun still radiating from the cracked 

asphalt of broken roads, Kai saved the city for the 

twenty-fifth time, and this time he didn’t die.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

The dying sun cast long shadows of Kai 

and the man he saved, lazy light peeking around 

corners to give Kai a twisted elongated silhouette, 

reminiscent of the monsters he called forth. It was 

the first fight against the Gargantuan that Kai 

remembered, and the first that hadn’t ended with 

the death of the two of them. There they sat, in the 

ruins of the Church, themselves part of a sour 

legacy that destroyed the city, but no longer. Kai 

was free. The world wasn’t saved all at once. That 

was the province of fiction. Save one person at a 

time, and sometimes, the world follows. He 

reached out an open hand, and the other man took 

it. 
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