As a child, I was not aware that something was... wrong. 

To be fair, I may not have possessed the capacity for intelligent thought at that age. I also do not actually remember being a child, or having a childhood. The writer paused, a moment’s hesitation marring the paper with a large blot of ink. A second later, both pen and paper melted into the table and grotesquely reformed themselves into something resembling a computer.

Into a document, the writer typed:

At any rate, as a child, I would not have had any concept of what it meant to be ‘normal’, without which I surely would have been unable to discern any peculiarities about the way I perceived the world around me. |

The writer hesitated again. Something was prickling at the edge of their senses, but then again, those of their kind were always on edge for some reason or another. After all, their existence was an overload of sensation- familiar and foreign all at once, loud and soft and dark and bright and both as comfortable as a loved one’s tender embrace and as unpleasant as confronting one’s greatest fears; there was no way to define what they felt, nor reason to attempt to do so when the very ability to feel was more than sufficient to bind themselves to this form. 

However, something about this particular sensation stood out. It wouldn’t allow itself to be brushed off like all the others. Instead, it stubbornly pried into places where it wasn’t supposed to be, flailing its metaphorical limbs and shrieking at the top of its non-existent lungs.The writer’s undefined features contorted themselves into an expression vaguely resembling a frown, or perhaps a grimace. They continued to type: 
And so, life went on. For the first two decades of my life, I existed just as my peers did, believing myself to be a completely normal, if slightly eccentric human being|
…
Somehow, they couldn’t ignore the strange sensation. It clamored for attention, wriggling, fidgeting, writhing, squirming- 

The other entities in the room waited, turning their empty gazes towards the writer. There were more of them today than there were yesterday, and they were all almost-faded shades that could barely focus themselves where they stood. A few of them were already beginning to dissipate, their images warped and flickering; those were too far gone- unsalvageable. Some of them were growing bored, scuttling onto the ceiling like deranged crab-creatures and clustering in the corners, forming amorphous blobs of vaguely fibrous-looking material. 

Struck by a sudden burst of inspiration, the writer flexed their finger-like protrusions and wrote:

An unfurnished room, empty at first glance to any who thought to gaze upon it. But there was something hidden in its depths. 

She couldn’t see them at first. Like black spots in one’s vision, the shades creeped up on her; slowly and surely, they proliferated until she was helpless to do anything but watch them climb all over the walls, pressing their contorted bodies up against the wallpaper, squishing themselves into a corner and clumping together like sopping wet, knotted hairballs- the ones that clog up shower drains. 

“That’s disgusting,” someone breathed.

The writer didn’t possess ears or any other type of hearing organ- but regardless, the statement had an almost tangible impact on them, sending ripples through their incorporeal body as they turned around swiftly. What met their eyes was startling- a human-looking spirit. 

Whereas shades were usually as flimsy and insubstantial as a wisp of smoke, this unsettlingly humanoid spirit’s very presence inflicted a sharp pain akin to looking directly at the sun, burning with a searing vibrancy reminiscent of a supernova.

No wonder they hadn’t been able to ignore it, before. The writer felt like their sensory organs were about to disintegrate from overexposure. 

As if responding to the writer’s aggravation, the walls of the room began to bubble and spume, gradually caving in and leaving gurgling puddles of what appeared to be boiling cement on the floor. The not-human was flapping its mouth, suddenly greatly distressed.
 
“-FINALLY! None of them, the ones I’ve met so far, have reacted- I don’t think they can understand what I’m saying, except for you- but what are you?! What’s going on?! Are you doing this?” It waved at the state of the room around it. “Am I finally going to get answers-? Can you even speak?!  I can’t-” The not-human spewed frantically, tears abruptly beginning to well up in its eyes. Its hands came up to grab at its hair. “I-I don’t understand? What the-” The sentence devolved into profanities.

The writer, however, was no longer paying attention to what it was saying. Rather, their attention had been captured by a new, unfamiliar sensation springing forth through the harsh, incandescent aura of this particular spirit. 

Perhaps-?  Is that- 

Tensing, they withheld their suspicions and waited impatiently for the outburst to end. 

“What’s going on?” The spirit repeated plaintively, once it was done. The shades hadn’t moved once throughout the entire meltdown, their motionless forms shrouded in shadow. The writer knew this was because they’d all suddenly become captivated by the same thing- a fascinating quality of this spirit that had just made itself known, a quality that was out of even the writer’s reach. 

It felt like... even for the writer, it was difficult to describe. If they had to put it into words: it was akin to a thrilling song of danger and the unknown, promising solutions to the restlessness and disillusionment that clung to them like a persistent mold and speaking of knowledge and meaning and even the truth of the universe as if they were within a mere arm’s reach. The writer couldn’t help but picture, in their mind’s eye, a beam of blindingly white light seeping into a sea cave through a narrow fissure- gleaming rays illuminating the rocky floors and refracting in dozens of crystalline water droplets, trickling down from the cave ceiling, to form unimaginably beautiful, scintillating shards of prismatic colour. 

That was what being human felt like.

By now, the writer had fully acclimatized to the humanoid’s obtrusive presence and sat up, staring at the intruder in deep contemplation. As the human watched, the previously nebulous form of whatever creature was sitting before him started to consolidate into a more distinctive shape, a shape mirroring his own- the shape of a human. 

Eyes filled with mirth, the creature began to reach their hand out to him, and powerless to stop it, he watched- his body suddenly paralysed by apprehension- as their fingers neared his face- 

HELLO.

SOrry, is that tOO lOUD?

HEllo. 
Hello.

He stared, awe-struck, as an unfamiliar voice echoed deafeningly through his head. He had suddenly gained a raw, unfettered connection with this creature, a feeling of intense vulnerability enveloping his body. Left wide open and gaping, his thoughts and innards free for the creature to peruse- his heart pounded like a wardrum in his skull, and his mouth was as dry as a desert. 

The human couldn’t see it, but that miraculous, coruscating aura enshrouding him had parted around where the writer’s fingers had made contact with his forehead, wisps of it breaking away and clinging to that hand. The creature’s gaze paused on its hand for a split second, before moving away. 

“What- what are you?” He asked, absolutely petrified. 

Some sort of extraterrestrial being? A lab experiment gone wrong. A ghost. Some sort of supernatural entity, or an eldritch monster- 

I’m you, the being whispered to him. He stumbled back in disbelief, mind clouded with a visceral sense of terror. His entire body began to grow numb and heavy. 

The creature started laughing at him, a deep, harsh and unworldly noise. 

Just joking. Or am I? 

Apologies. I will stop teasing you now. 

What are you? He repeated robotically, as if there was no other thought left in his mind. 

Where is this? What’s happened to me? 

The creature chuckled. That last question is easy to answer. Can’t you feel it for yourself? 

And indeed, now that the creature had brought it up, he could. He felt deathly cold, like ice had begun forming on his very bones, and the steady thumping of his heartbeat had gone silent- it seemed that the heavy, wardrum-like beat that had previously echoed throughout his body had been a mere product of his imagination.
Was he… dead? 

You’re dead, the creature confirmed. 

But you didn’t know, did you? You still believe yourself to be human. 

The man stared down at his hands, blankly. 
 
But, I AM human. 

He looked up, a stricken expression on his face as his intangible form rippled with bewilderment. Even if I’m dead, I’m still a dead human. Wait…I’m... Am I…Is this?  He jolted in horror, looking around wildly. 

The otherworldly creature- otherwise known as the writer- watched on impassively. This newly-deceased spirit was still unable to truly see the shades- for he had yet to lose all of its protection- but surely, the writer thought, he was beginning to sense their presence. 

Just as the writer had described in that one paragraph- He hadn’t been able to see them at first. Like black spots in one’s vision, the shades creeped up on him; slowly and surely, they proliferated until he was helpless to do anything but watch… 

“You’re lying, right?! This can’t be real. I’m just having… a really realistic nightmare or something…” The dead human whispered hysterically. “You must be an alien. All of you are aliens.” He put his hands over his eyes, a feeble attempt to deny the truth of the matter. 

I wasn’t telling the truth when I said I was you, the creature responded, amused, But I wasn’t telling a complete lie. It spread its arms wide.

 We are all meant to be one, you see. One entity, It continued, gesturing first towards the man, and then towards all the other shades in the room. All of us used to be human too... it beckoned towards a crowd of shades in the corner.  

Multiple hazy masses of varied sizes approached, slowly gaining clarity as they drew nearer;  a great sense of nervousness and foreboding overcame the hapless man. He couldn’t look away; something was compelling him to stay in place, a mysterious force sapping his ability to resist.

… We were all human, until we died. The creature finished. The shades around it all opened their mouths, as if to echo the sentiment. 

“-So, what?! This is the afterlife?! The underworld? Is that what you’re saying?” The ghost of the man, eyes still fixated on the distorted, waning silhouettes of the shades, panted. He had calmed down to some extent- no longer on the brink of yet another breakdown- but he was still trembling uncontrollably. “We’re all ghosts? Then. Why- why do you guys- why do they look like that?”

Finally willing to liStEN? 
The creature’s voice grew slightly uneven, but quickly smoothened. 
You MAy refEr to me- as the writer. 

“...Huh?” The dead man wheezed in confusion, but the writer ignored him. You wanted answers, did you not? They questioned.  ...You will not find the answers you seek elsewhere. Most others belonging to my- well, belonging to our kind- they pointed at the shades- no longer have their wits about them… As you may be able to tell. 

One of the shades slumped against the writer’s chair, its form folded at an unnatural angle whilst it continued to gaze upwards unfeelingly. The man shuddered. 

“W-what’s wrong with them? And why are you different?” He demanded. 

The writer sighed. We are like fish out of water, they replied, weighed down by melancholy. We are not where we are meant to be. Trapped on land where we cannot survive, experiencing an excruciating death by asphyxiation, with unseen forces wielding the knife of fate and steadily culling our kind. They gently guided the dead man’s gaze towards the throng of empty-eyed shades present in the room. 

“What does that even mean?! How can you not be where you’re meant to be?” The man asked in a genuinely perplexed tone. “Isn’t this the afterlife? Where else can the dead go?” 

 Look closer. The writer smiled disparagingly. With a wave of their hand, the room around them began to crumble away.  Startled, the man took a few shaky steps back; the mob of shades swiftly fled from the debris and huddled on the ground. When the dust cleared, he found- to his great surprise- that they no longer stood in the lifeless, eerie realm of the dead. Instead, they were surrounded by the sights and smells of the world of the living.

 Crowds of spirited people, buried in their devices while crossing the busy streets of a dense cosmopolitan city that he didn’t recognize but seemed familiar all the same- so far from the listless shades that pervaded the world of the dead; high-rise buildings and neon billboards could be seen on every corner; air-taxis and private jets clogging up the airspace yet again by way of incessant traffic jam; holographic ads for cybernetic enhancements and sprawling VR arcades, veritable gaming empires that reminded the man of the one he’d grown up playing in back at home. 

Subconsciously, the man took a step forward. Like a child pressing their nose longingly into the window of a candy shop and inhaling the sweet scents wafting out onto the streets, he could barely restrain himself from taking a further step, devouring the varied, vibrant sensations from where he stood, fists clenched by his sides. “This is… Earth,” He breathed, disbelievingly. 

Incredulous, he whirled around to face the writer. The realm of the living is but a drawn theatre curtain, concealing the stage behind it. And this ‘stage’… is essentially, the barest, unrefined, true form of this plane of existence, where those like us are confined.  They murmured, seemingly also captivated by the allure of the human world. There is no such thing as an “afterlife”, child. What should have awaited us was the return to the Source. 

The Source? What’s that?

The writer turned away. Even for me, it is beyond the descriptive capability of words. The Source has given rise to all of us, and every single human is born from the Source; all of our souls should have rejoined the Source after leaving this mortal coil.  

Sensing the entity’s grief, the shades moaned and keened in the background. That is where we are meant to be. Yet, we are imprisoned here on Earth, incapable of making this final journey.

The man’s eyes were blown wide. And that’s why the others are… the way that they are? And what about you?And me?

For some reason, the writer looked shifty and remained silent.

Unbeknownst to the man, that aura that had enshrouded and protected his vitality- it was being slowly, deliberately soaked up by the creature before him. The writer basked in the glow of energy from the Source, thought of cycles and eternity, and bit back the regret.

 The man bit his lip.

 But… why? 

Why can’t we return to the Source?

The writer glanced at the shades in pity. Across centuries, our connection to the Source has been eroded beyond repair. Humanity subsists on the power afforded to by the Source- humans have woven from it the very fabric of reality. They gestured at the illusion of life before which they stood. Those cut off from the Source can no longer tether themselves to existence. They’ve lost everything that made them human- doomed to suffer the torment of losing their sentience… before fading away entirely. The writer reconstructed the room that they had previously disassembled, returning them to the dimly lit liminal space. 

There used to be far less of us. But times have changed, and modern humans have lost their connection to their spirituality. The writer’s voice softened imperceptibly, gaining a dangerous edge. They scanned the deceased spirit next to them with a critical eye. 

“Uh. Modern… It is because of the advancement of science…Uhm. Technology...?” The man tried, when it became evident that the writer was expecting a response. 

Out of nowhere, harsh wind began to envelop the two where they stood. 

Innovation is not the root of the problem. But those imbeciles have given up their minds and autonomy to the cyberspace, smothered their consciousness with supercomputers and simulations, and ruined themselves with silly notions of digital immortality with no idea of what it has cost us ALL! The writer snarled.

The man cowered. For a moment there was no sound at all in the room, except for the howling of the wind that resulted from the writer’s fury.

Then, as suddenly as the outburst came, they calmed down. No matter. With an oddly anxious, impatient air around them for reasons unknown, the writer continued, tenderly; Therein lies the role of the writer, child. 

The writer is one who has been burdened with slowing down the deterioration of souls. Words and language have always been, and will always remain the vehicle of the human experience; it is only through the author’s craft that one may harness an energy that can come anywhere near to the power of the Source, and thereby anchor and preserve all lost souls…alleviate their suffering… with stories and tales, about yourself… the world… anything…  The writer’s voice began to phase out, its form fading quickly and surely. With horror, the man looked down and saw the changes happening to his body.

It is your burden to bear now.
-Apologies. You must have noticed by now.

But- wait! What am I supposed to do? How do I fix all of this?! 
The man- no, the new writer cried out desperately.

...Re-imagine your world, for this is your reality now. Were the last words the previous writer left behind, and as the fabric of everything the man had ever believed in shattered around him, he wondered if anything... had ever meant something at all.
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