
The Inventor

HE’D BEEN inventing for as long as he could remember, and he 
could remember nearly everything from his eternal lifetime.
 In fact, where he was from, everyone lived forever.
 So glorious was his immortal homeland that for all citi-
zens but he—The Inventor—further creation was discouraged, 
even prohibited. With an immortal population, there resulted 
an eventual limit on what could exist before the accumulation 
amounted to a garish, cumbersome, endless hoard. And be-
cause any superfluous creations would only add clutter to and 
subtract beauty from the timeless harmony of the world they 
had all exhaustively refined, most of the immortals were able to 
distract themselves with other infinite tasks. 
 But, and this should serve to show just how masterfully 
talented he was, The Inventor was one of the very few immor-
tals ever given permission by the ancient governing councils to 
continue creating. Whenever the creation of something new 
became necessary, The Inventor was called upon.
 In fact, he was so talented that he had done something 
nobody else had ever even risked attempting. He had a home, 
and he had a lab, and that was all he was permitted to have, 
which was one more lab than any other immortal was ever giv-
en. But he also had another lab—an unauthorized, additional, 
hidden lab, deep underground: a personal sanctuary—that he 
had built himself, slowly and carefully, over the course of cen-
turies.
 When completed, the lab was a fountainhead of joy for 
The Inventor. He’d tunneled beneath the foundation of his 
home and then slowly emptied out a large chamber to house
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his equipment—a place where he could really let himself off 
of the proverbial leash. He loved inventing so much that he 
couldn’t stop himself, couldn’t ask for permission, either.
 He knew about the delicate balance and about the coun-
cils that oversaw everything, and he respected it all, to a point, 
in public.
 But his was an afflatus that resisted any containment—
by councils or otherwise. Consequently, instead of making a 
petulant, emotional show of what he considered an injustice—
the injustice being the bittersweet inventive permissions/re-
strictions given to him by the councils, cold as handcuffs—he 
quietly took matters into his own, free hands, and created a 
sanctuary governed by one.
 Nobody else knew about it—it was too valuable a secret 
to share with anyone, even his closest friends. Despite the fact 
that a small part of him wanted to burst with the news of the 
awesome things he was creating down there, he knew he could 
not risk the additional indulgence. He hadn’t felt this good in 
what felt like forever—getting to invent things for the pleasure 
of inventing them, not just because they had been deemed nec-
essary by a calculating council.
 The Inventor’s basement lab was lit from the floor, ceiling, 
and walls. Each surface was a light fixture as well as a surface. 
In the middle of the basement was a large, smooth, box-look-
ing piece of equipment that was his own brilliant invention: it 
was an invention that made inventing easier for him. 
 He invented using a coding system he’d created for the 
box. He could string the code together in his mind, transmit it 
into the box, and the box would translate the code into tangi-
ble reality. The machine worked silently, or almost silently—as 
the invented code was being made into a reality, the box issued 
a soft, mechanical hum.
 Eventually he built hallways branching away from the 
laboratory, and he filled the hallways like a museum, or a tro-
phy room, with displays of the things he had created over the 
millennia.
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 And this is how he lived for ages and ages more. He in-
vented things, observed them, and decided if they were worth 
keeping or if they needed to be reworked. It filled the endless 
eons with dynamic beauty. He loved his new life, to every ex-
tent possible.
 But then one day, as he was coding together what he con-
sidered the first step in his career’s masterwork, he coughed. 
 Never once in his life had he coughed before. He and the 
rest of those like him had never known even a moment of ill-
ness—had only known eternities of health and vitality.
 He coughed again, worse than the first time.

Part Two

UNDERSTANDABLY WORRIED and confused, he sought the head 
of the council that governed all councils that governed the im-
mortals. He requested and was granted an emergency meeting 
immediately.
 He entered The Leader’s office, which was open to the day. 
The office was a small, circular grove in the forest at the foot of 
a mountain. The head of the councils had a great smile for The 
Inventor and welcomed him warmly.
 “Please sit wherever you like, and tell me what is on your 
mind, my old friend.”
 The Inventor sat on the thick hump of a root that had 
curled out of the ground. As he labored from standing to sit-
ting, he could feel a wheeze in his chest.
 “I come with troubling news, sir. This morning, while 
working, I . . . coughed. I am sick. Please tell me it is one of 
The Jokester’s pranks.”
 The Leader’s smile collapsed and was replaced by a frown—
a suddenly grave, ruminative aspect.
 “The Jokester is away.” 
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 The Inventor’s face, if possible, became even graver than
The Leader’s.
 “Then I am . . . dying. But how? We are all immortal. I 
have done so much good.”
 “You have not broken any of our rules?”
 “I have broken some, yes. I was never told that my immor-
tality would be revoked if I broke them. I was told they were 
simply for the betterment of all of us.”
 The Inventor coughed. The Leader was disturbed by the 
alien sound of it, but he recovered his thoughts and made a 
slight correction to The Inventor.
 “They are for the betterment of all things. This is unprec-
edented.  Who knows about this?”
 “Only you . . . and I.”
 “Things here have changed before, but not like this. We 
do not always know all of the reasons for the changes, and 
there are enough theories around here to confound The Phi-
losopher.”
 The Inventor waited as The Leader gave the matter the 
full weight of his aged, specialized wisdom. 
 The Leader shrugged weakly and then appeared to reach 
a mild certainty. “There must be a reason for it, Inventor. You 
must find the reason. There is always a reason.”
 The Inventor left with no more comfort than when he 
arrived. As he walked, he attempted to summon the unknown 
reason in his thoughts.
 His coughing only grew worse. Between coughs, he could 
taste the mild fragrance of his world’s vibrant environment—a 
bittersweet kiss goodbye. He grew weaker with each step.
 He had killed so many things in his ages of inventing; it 
had been necessary for the betterment of his creations. There 
were times when he had considered the idea of death, and he 
had picked at it to see if there were anything useful in its core. 
But, so far in his existence, he had not spent much time won-
dering about the full ramifications of his people’s deathlessness. 
Now, the end of his life was all he could think about, and even
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though he as yet couldn’t conceive of a way in which death had
any value, the layers between himself and the problem were
decaying rapidly. He was already feeling the intense heat of 
emotion—and the intense cold of reality—around the ques-
tion of mortality. Now, he had the same disease within himself. 
What was the value? What was the reason? Why should he die?
 He could barely make it to the basement below his house. 
He was sluggish and weak. He coughed in violent rasps that 
fell away in wet gargles, which he choked on, triggering more 
painful fits.
 He knew sadness. He had not known sadness before. It 
was born within him now, and from out of the rotten pain of 
his new misery and confusion, the code popped into his head.
 He’d been building the code for as long as he’d been in-
venting, which seemed to stretch back as far as he could re-
member—a powerfully long time. It was the interwoven code 
of everything he’d ever invented, and he’d been patching it to-
gether in his mind through all the many millennia.
 He fell to the floor in the basement of his hidden labora-
tory.
 To want to live, he thought. To live is not enough, but to 
want to live. To live and to want to live.
 The code, complete, in his head—woven together so in-
tricately and beautifully that he began crying over how much 
he loved and would miss all of this—would be his magnum 
opus, and it would exist here forever. It would be his immortal-
ity—it would be the only immortality left to him.
 His chest rattled, and he coughed a mouthful of black 
fluid out of his lungs and into his hands. The rising stench was 
the stench of death. He knew.
 Gasping for breath, he took his sputum-covered hands 
and held onto the sides of the box. Still on his knees, crying, 
he faced the input device. The code was there. He had checked 
and double-checked his memory. It was all there, but the box 
would not register it. 
 There was no soft hum.
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 He tried it again, painfully and painstakingly, but still
nothing.
 His world started swimming away from him. He felt 
death rising through his shuddering body.
 He pulled his head back and, with the tattered, desperate 
remains of his dying, immortal energy, he smashed his head 
into the input device. Nothing. He smashed it again and again. 
Nothing.
 With the last of what he was or would ever be as he exist-
ed from that moment on, he filled his head with the code and 
put everything that was within himself into the input device.
 Then there was a big bang.
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Fractal Traveling

ALL ROADS have brought me here, he thought to himself. 
 It’s not that all roads lead to Rome; it’s that all roads lead to all 
places where those roads go. Yes, they go to Rome, and they go home, 
and they go to me when I am on the road. He liked that idea, 
and he saw all those little cars and trucks and wagons within 
himself, going here and there as needed—each passenger lis-
tening to the tinny sounds coming from his radio, her phone, 
his murmuring inner monologue. The morning commute, 
the afternoon commute, the evening commute, the graveyard 
commute—the roads of his circulatory system thronging with 
pushy drivers, moving at great speeds and under pressure from 
all sides. It’s like that everywhere, on all scales, he thought, and he 
placed, in his mind, a marble on each side of each scale. High 
above his head, the first marble rolled off the top scale, and on 
each scale down the marbles rolled off, until they all thunked 
heavily on his throat.
 He felt at his throat and felt beard, and beneath the beard 
was his voice—sensitive with illness, raspy with sound, but his.
 There was more room on the bench where he sat—a long, 
thickly lacquered, wooden plane along the outside edge of 
a busy airport terminal—and a traveling family of four was 
looking to sit down to his left, each stepping over the bearded 
man’s bag while the bag’s owner pensively stared at his own 
thoughts, considering the precious transportation system with-
in and outside of himself, counting scales and marbles and div-
ing into the fractals of metaphysics. The family father was too 
distracted with leading his beloved brood to the waiting area 
to give much notice to the bearded man. The family mother 
noticed him with concern and wariness, and as she stepped 
over his luggage, she turned to look back at her two children, 
to (ludicrously) make sure that in the moment between when



she last saw her children a moment ago, and this moment, 
where she was seeing the man, he had not somehow raped and 
murdered one or both of them. 
 They were there, safe, following her, and she scanned 
seemingly the rest of not only the airport but the whole city for 
any other spots that might accommodate the family. Unfortu-
nately, there weren’t any.
 “Is anyone sitting here?” the mother asked the man, at-
tempting to gauge the stability of the stranger’s mind by read-
ing into his eyes as he collected and gave his answer.
 He gazed over at the rest of the empty bench, looked at 
the woman, and shrugged.
 “It’s a pretty simple question, beardo,” said the elder 
sibling—a young girl just entering her “tweenage” phase, who 
looked like what her mother used to look like, but with her 
father’s wide-set brown eyes. She had a sneer of vast impatience 
on her face, as if shouldering her travel bags were a labor of 
Dickensian cruelty.  
 “Anyone sittin’ here run to the bathroom or somethin’?”
 “Forgive me,” he said to the entire family, “but I haven’t 
been paying attention. I don’t travel well.”
 “Well, I can understand that,” the father said. “I’ve never 
known anyone who travels well—even people who like travel-
ing.”
 With that, and with the way that the father confidently 
sat his butt onto the bench and propped his ankle up on top of 
his ol’ knee, the ladies set their bags down and joined the two 
gentlemen already sitting.
 Looking straight into the faces of the people seated on the 
bench, a traveler would see, from right to left: the family father, 
checking his watch, checking the board of flights, and check-
ing his watch again; the family mother, angled so as to be able 
to see, at all times, both of her dear children and the unusual, 
bearded man; the elder daughter, seated so low on the bench 
that her head was held upright by the backrest/wall, listening 
to music on her headphones, eyes closed, seemingly to shut out 
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the mortifying horror of her family; the younger daughter, not 
much more than three years old, mimicking her older sister’s 
lying-seated posture, her feet dangling in the air; then a large 
stack of the family’s travel bags, effectively working like a bor-
der fence; and then the bearded man, leaning on his right arm, 
which was leaning on the right armrest while he stared straight 
into the floor, pensive.
 One of these things is not like the other.
 Individuals, families, lovers, and teams clattered by with 
their big bags. Male and female voices sounded informational 
soundings to the hustling travelers—“Cleveland to Minneapolis, 
Flight Three Eighty Four, is now leaving from Gate Sixty One, re-
peat Gate Six One”; “Marcia Brendowicz, please pick up the white 
courtesy telephone”; “We at Hopkins International Airport hope 
you are having a great day today”—and the bearded man barely 
heard any of it. He was back in his head.

Two philosophers sat under an ailanthus, near a gurgling 
brook, with the late-afternoon sun golden on their faces as they 
watched two children toss pebbles into the water.
 “One of those children will die within the year,” the phi-
losopher Cheng said. “And what purpose will he have served?”
 Cheng’s friend, Qei, a notoriously negative man, did not 
answer but instead himself picked up a pebble and tossed it 
into the brook. The pebble disappeared beneath the running 
surface.
 Then Cheng understood, and neither said anything else 
for the remainder of their visit.

The bearded man could feel that sun on his face. It worked its 
way within him. He heard jostling sounds, soft—rhythmic and 
arrhythmic.
 His eyes focused again on the floor; then he turned and 
saw the three-year-old’s face looking at him—her little cheeks 
buoyant as hot-air balloons—just over the stack of bags. She 
was breathing a heeshy laugh at the change in the man’s face 
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from thought to perception to his recognition of herself.
 “Tessa, baby, leave the man alone,” the mother said, trying 
to sound like she was trying not to inconvenience the stranger, 
rather than what the father heard, which was his wife helicop-
tering again. Really worked for Kelly, he thought, and he looked 
over at Kelly, still lying back, still eyes-closed, still embarrassed 
as hell.
 Three-year-old Tessa ignored her mother and kept look-
ing at the funny man. He looked at her, began scratching his 
face, and with a sleight-of-hand motion, he appeared to pull 
a tiny metal toy airplane out of his beard. Tessa again heeshy 
laughed—this time at the barest look of faux-surprise on his 
face when he saw the airplane in his hand.
 He held it out to her, but she didn’t move to take it. She 
was still feeling shy, but she was emboldened by the bags be-
tween them, which she kept bumping her chest and belly into 
lightly with an uncoordinated consistency that was somewhere 
between rhythm and nonrhythm.
 “I understand,” he said to her, but so low that only she 
could have heard him, and he winked at her. She liked the wink 
and responded by trying to wink back, but she just closed both 
eyes—elaborately blinked—when she did it. The bearded man 
almost floated into the air from his amusement at that. The 
amusement filled him, but the only evidence on the outside 
was a little upturned corner of his mouth.
 He held out the toy, but she still didn’t take it, so he 
slipped it back into his beard.
 “C’mon, Tessa,” the mother said, picking up the little one. 
“Let’s go find the potty.”
 Tessa watched the bearded man as she was being carried 
away. He sat forward and put his elbows on his knees, face in 
his hands, and stared at the carpet.

Two philosophers sat on a craggy precipice high up a moun-
tain. Below them was a great grassland valley dotted with trees 
and shrubs, with animals all around. The animals had gathered
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near a small watering hole—the hole too small for the great 
numbers of dehydrated animals there—and the animals waited 
patiently their turn, even as the two philosophers watched the 
level of the water go down inch by inch.
 They continued watching then as a large, predatory cat 
chased down a sturdy-legged grazing animal on the periphery. 
The field of dehydrated grazers fled in all directions but the 
direction of the attacking cat.
 Qei said to Cheng, “Can you believe the price of gas these 
days?”

The bearded man began to see the floor again, his bag, his feet. 
His cheeks, above the beard-line, were red from the pressure of 
his hands.
 “I said can you believe the price of gas these days?” the 
father said. “It’s actually cheaper for me to fly the family out to 
Lauderdale this year.”
 The bearded man looked at the father. He saw in the fa-
ther’s face, and heard in the father’s voice, that this man had 
something else on his mind that he wished to talk about, but 
couldn’t. The elder daughter opened her eyes briefly, looked at 
her father, looked at the bearded man, and shook her head in 
embarrassment and disapproval before closing her eyes again.
 “The price—the moral price?” the bearded man asked.
 For some reason, this really charmed the father. “Ha! Well, 
I guess you’re right.” He said to himself, “The moral price—” 
Then he continued, “No, I was just talking about how frickin’ 
expensive it is—money expensive—these days. Can’t trust any 
of these markets, I guess.”
 “I think,” the bearded man said, “that it would have been 
better if you and I had met under different circumstances, if 
you don’t mind my saying it.”
 The father’s affable smile disappeared. “Why’s that? What 
are you some kind of flit?”
 The bearded man enjoyed the question, even smiled intro-
spectively, and responded. “It seems as though you have some-
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thing you wish to talk about, but you can’t, because your 
daughter’s headphones might be on mute right now, and you 
don’t want her to hear whatever’s really on your mind.”
 “What? Kelly—” the father said. She did not respond. 
“Kelly, you can take the headphones off; I know you’re not 
listening to them; I can hear it when you are.”
 Busted, the tweenager pulled off her headphones.
 “Well what’s on your mind then, Dad?”
 “The man was wrong, Kelly; there’s nothing on my mind.”
 The bearded man said, “There’s always something on our 
minds—”
 “There’s nothing unusual on my mind, okay?”
 “What’s your name, fella?” Kelly asked the bearded man.
 “My name . . . that’s a good question,” said the bearded 
man, giving the question more weight than the girl anticipated.
 “No, it’s not! It’s just a stupid name. What’s your stupid 
name?”
 “It’s really none of our business, honey,” the father said.
 “He’s the one who’s telling you what’s on your mind, Dad. 
I just want to know who he thinks he is, is all.”
 “I think . . . I am here,” the bearded man said, “and I am 
also in my thoughts sometimes.”
 “What the heck does that mean? You’re weird.”
 With that observation, Kelly closed herself off from the 
conversation. She put on her headphones, and soon both the 
father and the bearded man could hear the muffled noise of 
loud pop music.
 “It’s something about your wife,” the bearded man said. 
“Anxiety—”
 “Okay, we’re back!” the Tessa-carrying wife announced 
happily, relieved to see her husband and eldest daughter still 
alive and safe. She settled back down onto the bench, and her 
eyebrows briefly furrowed in curiosity as it finally registered 
in her mind that it appeared as though her husband had been 
talking to the bearded weirdo while she was walking back just
now.
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 Tessa was beaming and drooling with a big yellow sucker 
in her mouth.  She reached with both hands towards Kelly, to 
be held by her.
 “Mom, this guy is weird,” Kelly said taking off her head-
phones again and accepting Tessa from the mother.
 “Kelly, honey—don’t say that about people. It’s un-lady-
like.”
 In the bearded man’s head, the philosopher Cheng said, 
in a particularly effeminate voice, “I can’t help it if he’s weird!”
 The bearded man saw the floor again, felt the family’s 
eyes on him. He said, “Don’t worry about it, ma’am; I already 
knew.”
 A woman’s voice, pleasant, over the intercom, announced, 
“Flight Two Twenty One, Cleveland to Anchorage, is now board-
ing.”
 The bearded man stood and picked up his bag.
 “What’s in Alaska?” Kelly asked, one last attempt at a barb 
against the creep before he left, and also showing off she knew 
where Anchorage was—nobody’s fool. 
 Tessa scrambled across Kelly’s lap and stood and bumped 
her belly against the bags again, heeshy laughing at the now-
standing bearded man.
 “Another good question, miss,” the bearded man said to 
Kelly. “That’s something else I’m trying to figure out.”
 As distracted by his thoughts as ever, he picked up his bag 
and entered a gap in the river of gate-bound travelers, and he 
worked his way perpendicularly across the river until he meld-
ed into it and was gone from the family’s view.
 After the unusual man disappeared into the crowd, three-
year-old Tessa continued bumping her chest and belly into the 
family’s stacked bags, but she wasn’t heeshy laughing anymore. 
Instead, her eyes were fixed on something where the bearded 
man had been sitting.
 A small toy airplane.
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