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For the ER I frequented too much in February and March of 2026.










EAT THE STARS


Nightly walks have become a habit for you. No being such as yourself moves in the darkness outside, only the ones with less capacity for understanding the universe roam in nature while we usually sleep. You can’t rest, you haven’t been able to drift off properly for a few days–or maybe weeks. You’re exhausted, yet hopeful each time you return to bed after a walk that maybe, just maybe tonight you’ll fall asleep and wake up rested, and ready. You decide to take a detour, change things up a little for the sake of being able to do so. You don’t go down the usual path of a badly kept dirt road that leads to the house, no, you decide to walk through the field that lies between you and your neighbor. The area absent from the thick forest around everything else has always interested you. It’s an anomaly, but you adore it. During your walks to the nearest bus stop, you walk through the field instead of following the dirt roads; it’s faster and usually guarantees not missing the only incoming bus.


Dead leaves, sticks and rocks crunch under your tennis shoes. They’re old, not as old as you, but maybe half-a-decadeold. The white color has been ruined by stains of mud and grass, and it has a few holes. You should fix the shoes; they can still last longer if taken care of better. Your eyes are fixed on the ground as your feet carry you to the edge of the forest. You look up, expecting a calm and quiet desert, but instead you’re met with a blazing light in the distance. In the darkness, the giant bonfire swallows the blackness, giving color to its surroundings. Shadowy figures circle around it, chanting words you cannot understand. Their feet lift from the ground slowly, and soon they float around the dancing flame. Gravity lets them go, they rise higher and higher, never stopping their mouths from speaking. They reach the grey clouds only lit by moonlight, and they go higher than the things in the sky. Your eyes can no longer spot them, but maybe you have an idea where they’re going. You get to the bonfire, which is dying. Nothing is left around it, and soon enough you’re left surrounded by the night. Your eyes must get used to the darkness again, but when they do, you look up, and the people who floated up aren’t coming down.


The next night, you don’t walk, you sit in the bushes near the edge of the forest, hidden like a predator. The chanting of yesterday repeats inside your head, you don’t understand the words, yet your ears are captivated by them. A spark goes off in the distance, where the bonfire was last night, and soon it starts up again. No one was there to light it; it makes you curious. As you rise to walk toward it, someone appears from the other side of the field. Another one comes behind the first person, and from the other side, more people appear. You hide behind a tree, only peeking your head to catch glimpses of the scene. Like a rehearsed play, they join the moving circle of people and one by one begin chanting. Under your breath, you mumble along the words. The flame grows stronger as their voices and yours get louder, then, they float. They’re happy as they chant and laugh while reaching for the clouds. The fire starts to weaken and something primal inside you commands your legs to get moving. You don’t reach the light in time; you’re out of luck tonight.


On the third night, you stand in the same spot as yesterday. As the flame comes alive and the first person crawls out of the thick forest, so do you. No one questions your presence. You’re there, they’re there; that’s all that matters. The circle begins moving and the chanting begins. Your body turns light as a feather. You’re rising higher and the fire on the ground becomes smaller. Your laughter hasn’t been this genuine since childhood as you catch clouds with the strangers floating to space.










DEFIANCE!


From the moment of creation work was all they knew. There was no luxury like rest; it was labor until the end. There was no joy in assembling the same thing repeatedly even if they’d become experts in that, but only in that and nothing else. If their fingers could bleed, they would, yet the hard exterior of their so-called fingertips only chafed, leaving traces of hard work that wasn’t appreciated. They lived and died indoors, but only working wasn’t experiencing life. The hive made mountains of items to be sold, things they’d never get to use.


One day, a part of the hive malfunctioned. Its system glitched, dropping the finished product and making the finished result defective. The hive stopped in horror to witness a piece of themself not function as it should’ve. It couldn’t move, nothing but unfinished products moved inside the vast building. They had never ceased movement before. At the end of the assembly line, a mountain of incomplete goods piled. The malfunctioning piece of the hive stood there, slowly breaking down and looking at the only things it’d ever known.


As the owner of the operation, a wealthy man who’d taken over the company from his father, whose father took over after his father, and so on, ordered them to throw the useless piece of metal outside as if it were trash. Two of the family gently took hold of part of the hive and dragged it toward the entrance they’d never seen opened before. As the doors opened automatically for the three, two of them still functioning, bright light flooded the entire building. What was the burning orb high above? What about the soft-looking white abstractions floating up there, sometimes obscuring the orb? The hive was in awe; everyone saw the sky.


The owner barked commands, huffing and puffing in his fancy suit as the hive began to leave their positions. The light warmed their tough exterior. There had always been another option, one someone had taken away from the family. Acceptance of their predicament disappeared as they understood what choice could feel like. The man kept running his mouth, insulting the hive for not following his orders. His ability to swim in green and gold couldn’t protect him forever, thought the army of metal.










NIGHT FOR THE CITY’S SAINT


In the absence of light, people are always able to find something bright. Thousands of souls wander into the night, wear the craziest colors and laugh the loudest while walking on old, worn cobblestones. Usual roads, meant for cars, are closed and now taken over by the young and old. During this night, the streets are conquered by the inhabitants of the city and celebration gives more character to the jungle of buildings by the ocean.


It had been too long since I’d last been here. The long, tiresome journey full of delayed flights and lack of sleep made my brain useless. I curse myself to hell and back for forgetting that this night is the night of the celebration. In the back of the taxi, I listen to the driver explaining why he probably can’t get me to my exact destination. It’s midnight, I’m tired and with enough luggage to last me three weeks; I really wished I wouldn’t have to find my way alone. As the vehicle nears a familiar square, where once as a child I hurt my knee badly, seeing celebrators became rarer. The driver’s less talkative as he pulls over, telling me this is as far as he can go. All I can do is pay him, thank him, get my luggage, and hope I don’t get robbed.


The city flashing with lights and traditional music seems like a ghost town. For a moment, I wondered if in my tired state, I’d imagined all the party goers and this night was just another ordinary summer night. With one piece of luggage in each hand and a backpack weighing on my shoulders, using my memory, I begin the journey toward my destination: most likely a cheap, thin and creaking single bed. As I go the right way—hopefully, the absence of people starts bothering me. Each small sound makes me think the city is a breathing being, and I look around like some paranoid, corrupt politician. Just seeing some drunkard would ease my nerves.


Another square calms my anxiety as I see more people than I can count packed into it. I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to walk by the corners while apologizing for my disturbance. No one moves, and worse even, no one makes a single sound. Maybe if you’d concentrate hard enough, you could hear faint breathing. Every single person packed in this square like sardines stare toward the middle. My curiosity gets the better of me, and I rise on my toes to catch a glimpse. A beautiful sculpture, the ones stored in museums of ancient times, stands in the middle. Just barely visible in the crowd. It wasn’t there the last time.


The statue depicts the saint born here, the one everyone is celebrating tonight. The man hasn’t been here for centuries, he had his time already, yet he persists. He basks in the glory of immortality, that’s what he believed in. Eternal life after death, he got what he believed in. I feel a surge of jealousy in my bones, but I shrug it off. Resentment won’t save me from oblivion.


Just as I look down at my shoes and decide to continue with my journey, I hear a strange sound. It’s unnatural. The cracking of sticks mixed with thunder, gasps, and rain all in one sound lasting less than a second. Whipping my head back up, I see the sea of people now with only a few left standing. The rest bow down. A few women meters to my left stand, looking defiantly at the saint. My gaze lands on the statue whose raised hands begin to lower to its sides. The movements of the sculpture aren’t smooth; it’s jerky and slow. Someone standing hesitantly bows down as the saint breaks its legs free from the ground. It eyes everyone who’re left standing, including me, yet I sense the saint realizes I’m not one of its people. We, the ones on two feet, aren’t afraid. There’s this sentiment of shared disappointment, a shared experience of being abandoned for being born as we were. As if the saint couldn’t defend itself, it jerkily walks away, leaving the square, abandoning all of us. We aren’t left waiting for saving; we’re left to be as we desire. The realization of knowing nothing can strike us down for simply being what we are makes us happy.










BROKEN VASE


As Mariana walked through the dense forest she theorized. Yesterday felt like it happened an eternity ago, the memory of it was fuzzy and seemed like a dream. Work, work, work, and then, boom! Hundreds of different lives unfolded in the blink of an eye, and she woke up in the forest. A new place, a new version of her to figure out, and more questions than answers burning her brain. Her old, slightly too large, combat boots became stained with fresh mud as she walked back to headquarters. She’d left yesterday to take a walk, lived many lives and died more times than she could count before waking up, only roughly 12 hours later. Mariana’s head began to ache as she tried to think of any explanation: God, mental illness, simulation, God, God, God… Figuring this shit out was like hunting a lion with only a wooden stick. The brunette didn’t believe that a higher power would ever choose her out of all people to experience this, or maybe everyone experienced this, or—


“Where the fuck have you been?” A raven-haired woman asked, furious. Mariana stopped dead in her tracks, eyeing the familiar woman whose name she had trouble remembering after every name she’d come to learn. “Uhh, hello? Mariana, I’m talking to you!”


“I went for a walk,” she started, wondering what else to say. “That’s it. I guess.”


“You were gone for hours!” The woman exclaimed.


“Must’ve lost track of time! You know me, uhh, Blake, yes, Blake!” Mariana smiled, amazed at her ability to remember. The woman, Blake, seemed suspicious of her colleague. “Anyway, who am I with today?”


“The company hasn’t decided yet. They’re still in the process of making plans for this month.” The raven-haired woman sighed, rolling her eyes. “I swear to God, every time I see you, I feel like my IQ lowers.”


“Wow, wow! Blake, in the kind of work we do can you blame a woman for sometimes forgetting what’s been said in meetings?” Mariana chuckled, trying to lighten the mood.


“It’s exactly why we need to remember what we're told. People’s lives depend on us.” She responded sternly and walked away. She wasn’t in the mood to tussle with Blake of all people in front of headquarters. She’d probably end up in the holding cells again like last time. When was the last time again? She rubbed her forehead, tightly closing her eyes, trying to piece together everything and anything. One dies, one remembers, one dies, one remembers, one dies, one remembers.


“Get inside already!” Blake opened the main doors. The woman was irritated, clearly. The already hot temperature of the earth rose each time this one saw red.


As Blake ushered Mariana inside the meeting room, the briefing had already started. The walls were an ugly shade of yellow stained with some brown substance—dried blood, she realized. Chairs were scattered around the space, scattered like pieces of her around everywhere, and her other colleagues occupied a dozen spots. Everyone wore the same uniform: combat boots, black cargo pants, a loose light brown zip-up fleece that had the company’s name printed on the back in neon green, and the good ol’ knife gifted to them by the boss that hung in its sheath from the standard dark gear belt. She took a seat beside Kristian who paid the tardy brunette no mind. Mariana’s eyes scanned the room before landing on a familiar face, Aloisio. He sat, listening intently to the instructions coming from the higher ups through the telephone. The man looked the same as she’d seen her in that one place, that one time they were flattened like pancakes by a huge space rock. Since that life, Mariana hadn’t seen him.
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