
“In this imagined world... the mind is power,” he said. “Do you have any idea where you are?”


“No,” I answered. As I looked around, the world was impossible to comprehend or explain in ordinary terms. Things that were phyiscally impossible, were. And not just that objects floated loosely in the air, because although that was unusual and against a physical law, birds flew, as did a thrown stone (for a time, at least). Floating trees, animals, human heads... those seemed almost normal. Here, there were stairs that came again to their base while always ascending and with no loop that I could see. A flat wall intersected itself... Something I cannot even imagine apart from in that place. It not only defies what is, but what is even possible or imaginable. I saw a place where a small dog-like creature was walking back and forth, and whenever it passed a certain point, it emerged on a floating sphere in the sky, as though teleported, then walked on that and was teleported back to the ground.


The man who was speaking to me seemed like a clown, for his features were distorted and his face was painted, and he was wearing a funny suit. He floated, spinning with his head as an axis (at a height so that his face was always equal to mine). “You have been brought to this place which to you is the worst of imaginable places. You have been trapped here, and here you will stay. I am but a guardian. Or a figment of your imagination. Or perhaps a phantom eternal of this place. Or perhaps a man who was once a man like you... This is the world of Ern.”


“What...” My memory was blank. I had a vague memory of a foe or enemy, but I could not picture him in my mind. My past was a jumbled blurr. “Who...”


“Welcome to Er-” And without even finishing the word, he was gone. No puff of smoke to mark his exit, nothing to mark that that rotating figure had ever been there, save my memory of him. 


I took a deep breath, then coughed. I could not breathe! And what should come up from my lungs but a piece of roast duck. I had no idea where it had come from (I did not know when the last time I had eaten was), but there it was, on the floor in front of me, a half-chewed piece of roast duck. “Strange,” I muttered to myself, and the words came out garbled, as though underwater.


My mind spun with the sheer bizarreness of that place. I needed to sit. What kind of surface was I on, anyways? I looked down and it seemed to be flat sheet of metal, but it had grass growing out of it, so it was both soft and hard. I bent my legs to sit and try to get a handle on my surroundings, and as I did, suddenly I was standing again! “I thought I was going to sit down,” I muttered to myself, confused. That time, the words came out normally. I bent my legs again, and there I was, standing again! I couldn't even sit down!


What kind of a place is this? I thought to myself, that time fearing even to talk. I could not understand how such a place could exist, so I thought I must be dreaming, but my senses were quite acute, and I could not force myself to wake up, so I began to doubt that hypothesis. But most of all, the things there were too strange to exist even in a dream. As I looked up, many flat surfaces were scattered around the skies (there was more than one sky), and each seemed to have its own gravity, on one side or both. Every now and again, there were also other shapes: cones, spheres, and those that I cannot describe in any language I have known. Where am I, I wondered again.


Then, to my horror, floating about a foot before my face (if such measurements could be used in that place) was a square-circle. At that, I lost consciousness.

**********


“A sorcery to produce immortality? Impossible. Such a thing is an insult to the Creator. It should never be attempted.”


“Ah, but there is one who did. His mind was like nothing that anyone has ever known. All that he discovered he wrote down, but it has already taken months just to discern the subject. But the more I read, the more I believe that the theory is sound and that it would work and that it would produce some kind of immortality...”

**********


When I awoke, I had vague memories of my dream, but they quickly vanished. My mind would not think of things in the world I had known. I only knew that in my past life, that world was not spiteful and bitter like this one. The world in my memories had laws, laws that made sense. This world, Ern or whatever the name was, had no laws. Everything was arbitary, and even the logically impossible could exist. Those were my thoughts as I awoke, awoke to find...


I awoke to find that I certainly was not in my own body. I wasn't quite sure what had happened to it, but it was no where to be found. Instead, I was a two-headed, three-butted dog/bear with six legs. I'd seen one of them before I'd lost consciousness, but I hadn't been one. I had four legs on my left and two on my right, and my heads were on opposite sides of the body (giving me quite a unique, panoramic sense of sight). My three butts were in various places. I found myself on a floating cone, and gravity trapped me to it just as surely as the world from which I had come. I did have enough sense to remember that I had come from a world. And now and again I would remember wisps about it.


“Oh dear,” a shape of a floating head said. “You've gotten stuck in one of those bodies, haven't you?” The head was flat-faced, pinkish in tone, and had no nose. I instantly knew it for the clown-fellow earlier. Not because it bore any resemblence, but because he seemed to have the same manner to him. “You'll be in that quite a while, I fear,” and with that, he floated away.


I do not know how long I stayed on my little cone, but it quickly became boring. I could walk around it within a few minutes, and there was nothing on it but myself. The surface was blue and fuzzy, like a kind of fur. There was nothing to eat or drink, but I didn't get hungry or thirsty. It was neither cold nor hot. It simply was. The light in this place didn't seem to come from any particular source, just all around. It was darker in some places and lighter in others, but that seemed to be unaffected by shadows or anything of the sort. Like everything else in this world, it was arbitrary.


I believe that I spent a number of years on that cone, but it was hard to be certain with nothing to judge the passage of time by. All around me, the world was changing unpredictably, new surfaces coming into existance and others vanishing, and there were countless other anomalies that I cannot describe. However, I seemed to be stuck on my cone eternally.


I gradually began to lose my sanity. And as that man appeared more and more (each time in a different form), I realized that he had lost his long ago. He rarely made any sense with his words. In a place like this, it was easy to see what created his psyche. Months... years... it was impossible to tell, but slowly my thoughts became as incoherent as the world around me, and I have few memories of that time. Without anything steady or ordinary, without anything sensical or logical, without a world that follows rules and regularity, one cannot fix his memories.


I do remember the end of that time: I was stamping one of my four left legs on the ground while the rest of me was lying down (thankfully, I'd somehow found a way to lie down). I noticed that the first time I stamped my foot, it made a loud, echoing sound. The second time, there was no sound at all. The third, I felt a pain in my foot as I stamped, and the next it was still a different result. At that time, I realized just how thoroughly arbitrary this place was. Nothing was constant. In fact, it was a miracle that I was still in the form I was on the surface I was. It seemed as though everything else in this Ern had changed since my confinement began except for my form and this surface. And that was curious.


As I continued to stamp my foot, I realized that there was no pattern to the differing results of each stamp. Once, an entire tiny universe was created and destroyed by subsequent stamps. That, then, was what made this place so maddening: there was no such thing as continuity. In the world of my memories, if something happened the same a hundred times, it would also happen the same the next time, as well. The fact that the world functioned a certain way in the past meant that it would continue to function that way in the future. It was a curious feature of Beeo – YES! Beeo, I finally remembered the name of the world from which I had come. It was a curious feature of Beeo that past precedent implied future precedent. Nothing inherent in logic forced it to be. It simply was, just as simply as this place had no such law.


So, if no such law existed in this place, then why was it that my body and the cone I was on remained the same from one moment to the next as it had for so many years?


As that thought entered my mind, suddenly I found myself in the body of an eight-handed amphibious giraffe on a floating dodecahedron about a mile across. Everything around me had changed, which meant that perhaps my location in the world had changed (for I'd never known the entire world to change at the same time, but of course, that didn't mean it didn't). 


I am a man driven by logic and reason (part of why that place was torment for me), so I instantly realized that it was no mere coincidence that the moment of my realization of a basic factor of that world was the moment of my metamorphosis.


The clown-man appeared again, this time as a woman of great stature – about thirty feet tall, and covered head-to-toe in a black-and-pink, pinstripped dress. When this man appeared, he often appeared as a man, which led me to suspect that was his true gender. “You've changed,” he said simply. “Ern suits you well.”


“No it doesn't!” I called back as s/he exploded in a giant ball of ice-cream fire.


It was then that I became homesick for Beeo, for a few more memories of it returned to me. I was a wizard of some power and standing there, and there was something I was researching. There was also a partner of mine, who became an enemy, somehow. I couldn't remember anymore than vague details, but I was sure that enemy was the one who'd trapped me here in Ern.


In homesickness and depression, I stayed on my dodecahedron for a few days without much movement (save the arbitary movements that came without my will). I found its surface to be quite warm. After I had finished my moping, I got back to thinking and trying to figure out the world of Ern.


The first thing I did was try to change forms again. I needed some kind of fulcrum to move the rest of the world with, something fixed and certain that I could use in this world of uncertainty. However, I found that as I concentrated and tried to change forms, unlike before, I remained the same. Indeed, though I concentrated with all my might, I remained trapped on my dodecahedron. After some hours of frustration, I decided to try something else that had always worked for me in the vague memories of my past: If I was stuck on one thing, I'd work on another and come back to the first later, victorious.


So I shifted my mind to another question: why was I trapped on this dodecahedron? Why did it have gravity? Why did it continue to exist. And the moment, the very moment that thought entered my mind, my two-dimensioned prison vanished, and I was floating in mid-air, my eight hands reaching in every-which-direction. I floated aimlessly at first, but why aimlessly? I asked myself. Why not upwards, since no laws exist in this place?


And with that, quite naturally, I began to float upwards. Immediately, I began to ponder what was really happening here as my upward momentum carried me towards a small, baby-blueish sun. This place was not a dream. I had already been through that logic a hundred times in the preceeding years. Dreams did not last for years, and they were... well, from my memories, they were not like this! And even though here I rarely slept (always feverish but dreamless), something inherent in me remembered dreams.


Anyways, I realized that I was drifting dangerously close to that pastel sun (it was a couple miles across and looked blazing-hot). In fact, if my current trajectory remained unchanged, I'd hit it soon. I began to panic. “Oh, why now, of all times, does momentum work here as in the outside world,” I said aloud! I felt the radiating heat of that sun blasting me as I came closer and closer.


“Well, death would be a welcome relief, after all this,” I muttered under my breath.


Within a few minutes, the sun took up most of my field of vision, and I could see the tongues of its flames. “Goodbye, Ern,” I said, even as my body plunged into the burning orb.


But of course, though I felt a terribly painful burning all over, quite soon it ended and I had passed straight through the sun, and though my anphibious girraffe body was quite ruined (nothing more than a pile of ashes), I was still alive. And as a pile of ashes that had once been an eight-handed amphibious giraffe, I really got down to thinking. 


It seemed that it was impossible to die here. At least for physical reasons. If I could be reduced to a pile of ashes (and yet still see and hear, somehow), then certainly there were no other physical dangers for me. I was immortal, at least.


However, more importantly, earlier, I'd just started to make some sense of the world (before I'd passed through that sun). It had seemed like as I asked questions, I caused things to happen. Why don't I get my own body back? I thought. However, nothing happened.


I realized that I was trying too hard, just as I had been when first trying to change out of the giraffe body. Asking Why don't I get my own body back? was just too obvious of a question and didn't seem to trigger change. Again, I turned my mind to something other than body-changing.


This world seemed to operate in conjunction with my thoughts and, who knew, perhaps the thoughts of other people trapped here, like that clown-man. That was the only explanation for why my thoughts triggered transformation and a momentum change: thoughts affected this world profoundly. And I thought I'd heard that man say something along those lines at least a few times.


But what to do with that information?


It was then that the clown-man himself appeared again, in his favorite form (the goofy clown costume that I'd first seen him in). A gravity-laden torus appeared and we both fell to its surface. Then he started playing with me. Well, my ashes, at least. He took clumps of them and threw them around the torus (once through the hole in the middle, to the other side, where the gravity of the opposite side of the torus captured it again). “Would you mind stopping that?” I said. “That's my body, and I'm trying to think here!” I'm not sure where the voice came from, because I was a pile of ashes.


“Ah, but it's such fun, such fun! I've been alone here for so long, and now someone else joins me. What fun we can have! See, what fun!”


“Then are all those other animals just figments of this place, not people?”


He didn't answer me, but at that moment, the torus tore apart at one point, straightening itself into a cylinder. And then it started wiggling like a snake. I had never seen any of those surfaces exhibit such action. “You're controlling this, aren't you!?” I shouted at him.


“Control, control, or perhaps it is controlling me. Perhaps there is nothing to control. Perhaps this place and I are one.”


I thought he was giving me a riddle, but thinking over what he said a few times, I decided to revise my hypothesis to be that he was completely insane and this place was a reflection of his mental state. And if I didn't figure this place out, I'd end up like him.


“How long have you been here, anyways?” I asked.


“Three hundred and twelve years, to the day!” He replied.


And that I knew was the truth. Because with the mention of that number, I remembered the research that I had been working on (with my enemy when he was still my friend). It had been started by a man three hundred and five years before I looked at it. Then I had worked on it three years, and after that all I remembered was Ern. Which meant I had been here four years myself, but without the profound sense of time this man seemed to have. He was the researcher who I'd tried to duplicate the findings of, and though I could remember little else besides fragments, it must have had something to do with Ern, for here the man was.


Immortality, yes, that was it. Something that would make one immortal. Well, perhaps this world was it, though I didn't wish for this kind of immortality, myself. I must have finished the work first and used the spell on myself and gotten myself stuck in this place. I wished suddenly that my enemy had been the one to finish the work before me and that I'd never completed it, myself.


“Would you stop kicking me around!” I shouted at him. 


“Make me.”


“I don't have to,” I said. And with that he vanished. I was starting to get a grasp to this world. There was a subtlety to making it do what you wanted, but I would master that soon enough, and then that clown-man would pay, oh he would pay. It was his fault for beginning the reasearch about Ern in the first place, his fault I was stuck here, and I would have my revenge. Only... I needed a body, first.


After much concentration, I managed to get rid of the remains of that surface and to reconstitute my body into a vaguely human one (except for three arms. Of all things, I had three arms...). Further, I blundered my way into a roughly flat surface with which to stay on, and I found that these things helped my thinking, because they were something like the world I had known. It was hard to hold a coherent thought when existing as a scattered cloud of ashes floating around a void.


However, despite those successes, I was not sure how I had completed them. There was still a subtlety that I was missing. So it was that I found my self staring at my third arm, trying to get it to disappear.


“This just isn't getting any easier,” I said to myself. “Not any easier at all.”


A few more wispy memories had returned. My enemy, his name still unknown, had been a close friend and research partner in the matters regarding Ern. I still wasn't sure what we'd called it at that time (though I was fairly certain that Ern was a word I'd first heard in this place). Somewhere along the line, we'd had our differences and become rivals, and that had spiraled into a bitter relationship.


I also had memories of a woman, my wife, but I couldn't recall her name. There was a baby as well, a boy. I couldn't remember his name. However, at one point, my enemy had loved my wife, and maybe that was the reason for our falling out. 


As I was trying hard to recall more of my life, I saw, floating in front of me, four and a half spinning pineapples. These pineapples bothered me more than most floating objects that I saw in this place, because their spinning started and stopped at random: it was a denial of basic principles of inertia. However, they looked delicious, so I reached out to grab one. However, as I tried, I found myself unable to. In actuality, these pineapples did not exist. Again, words fail me here, and only in that place could I comprehend what was happening. These pineapples were objects that both existed and did not exist. I realized what was happening the moment I tried to grab them.


That bothered me profoundly! Like the square-circle I had seen so long ago, these pineapples were a logical contradiction: you could not have something that both did and did not exist. If they existed, I should have been able to eat them (among other things), and if they didn't exist, why were they there, existing!? As that thought came to me, two of the pineapples ceased in their existing natures, and two and a half became ordinary, intertia-defying pineapples. I ate them.


This, then, was what that taught me: once I become completely convinced, in the deepest parts of my being, that there was no possible way for non-existant-existant pineapples to exist, they became ordinary non-existant or existant pineapples. So there was something at the subconcious, deep levels that controlled this place. Which is why it didn't work to just say aloud, “Why aren't I out of this blasted nightmare?” as a way to get out of Ern. That also explained why so much did have continuity: things like usually continuing to exist in the same body. 


So at least I was at a point where I could get rid of logical contradictions, because I was convinced deeply enough of that. That gave my mind great peace, because in all the prison of Ern, the blatent logical contradictions floating around were the things that had bothered me most. I took a deep breath (which I found myself able to do, for once) and felt the relief of that flood me.


However, there was another will out there at work in this place, and if I was ever to be free, I would have to overcome him: the clown-man.


From the time I had those realizations, my successes became more and more steady, and I learned to believe more and more in my heart the things I wanted to see happen. One of the first things I gained the ability to do with some success was to create and rid myself of gravity-bound surfaces and also to fly. I liked the flying. And I really enjoyed flying around this place and eliminating every square-circle, non-existent-existent fruit, dead-living cat, and object too heavy for God to lift that I could find. I relished that.


I wondered why things continued to exist even when I wasn't consciously thinking of them (and certainly the clown-man couldn't have all these things in his mind). I suppposed that the memories of imagined things could cause the things to continue to exist themselves, or perhaps Ern kept things once created in tact, assuming there wasn't some good reason to destroy them. And where had all this junk come from, anyways? Miniature suns... strange animals... architectural nightmares... was this all the result of over three hundred years of clown-maddness? Or had some existed before he came here? Since this was a place of the mind, did it exist before he came here? If I had been the first to come here, would there have been nothingness waiting for me?


Oh, that place would have been much easier to figure out and eventually escape without the clown's interference. The presence of another will modifying the same world made everything a thousand times more difficult. What was because of him, and what was inherent to that place?


During that period, I also found that Ern was not nearly as vast as I had first imagined. Flying at a moderate speed, I could go from one end to the other in under a day (by my estimates). The bottom was indeed a flat surface (the one I'd first emerged on), and I could not yet find a way to cause it to vanish, because it was so deeply ingrained in me that there should be a ground at the bottom of everything. And apparently this was engrained in the clown-man, too, because that ground existed with inpunity. I could dig into it a little, but it seemed to be quite deep.


Between the ground ceiling were various floating objects, but there was a ceiling. It seemed to be roughly round in shape, and I did not know if it was there because of a shared reality-assumption of mine and the clown's, or if Ern itself was somehow limited. However, the upper limit gave me peace that this place at least had limits, so I didn't try to get through it.


After about a month of contradiction-cleaning, I had grown weary of that task and decided to begin work on something else. I'd become accustomed to controlling my momentum and shape, but in order to really make this place livable, I would have to learn to manipulate reality itself a bit better. I would need to learn to create things.


As I began to ponder how to go about creating things in that place, I came across a curiousity that I had not seen before. It was a large floating clock, a clock in the classic style with a swinging pendulum and such, except that this one had not only hands for minutes and hours, but also days, months, years, decades, centuries, and milleniums. It displayed about 312 years. I realized that this was how that clown-man had known how long he'd been here, and it gave me a hint of a weakness of his. For all his insanity and maddness, for all the logical contradictions of this place, he was a man after all, and he needed something to keep him tethered to some sense of reality and that was this clock. As an act of revenge and spite, I tore out all the parts with my bare hands and smashed it to pieces between two uranium quadrilaterals. After that, my mind was really ready to get started on what to do next.


After a few days (near as I could count days in that place) of attempting to master the art of creating new things, I finally could make inert matter as well as simple animals. As much as possible, I tried to make normal animals from the world I had known, because I found that the more familiar things I made, the more I could remember of my own past, and the clearer I could think.


I tried to make people. Truth be told, I was lonely. What a lonely place that was. I could see how after centuries of it, the clown-man's mind wound up like it did. However, no matter how hard I tried, no matter how detailed I made them, these people were not people. They could move like animals, but they were not people. I even made some that could talk, but they could not hold more than a simple conversation. They could not think and act on their own. No matter what I did, I could not make people capable of speaking and independant thought and action. They were mere physical clones. And so I gave up on that. After days of trying, I determined that people were just too fantastic and complicated of creatures to create, even here.


However, seeing the forms of people made me miss my family even more, from my parents and brothers to my wife. I remembered her, then. I remembered much about her and how we had met and fallen in love. And I remembered that she was named after a tree that had a beautiful, gigantic white flower in the spring. I could picture the tree in my mind, but for the life of me, I could not remember its name. However, the thought of my wife and family invigorated me and gave me hope to somehow escape. If indeed this were a place where the mind could control everything, then certainly the mind could create a way out.


And so my next project became to make this world as like as I could to the sensical real world, as much as I could remember of it. It seemed that the more sensical this world became, the more clearly I could think and reason, and the more of my life I remembered. And I wanted to remember who I was and how I had become trapped here. If for no other reason than to plot revenge upon my enemy.


I spent a few more days erasing some floating surfaces and trying to find a way to get the color of the sky to stay the same, rather than constantly shifting. I also wanted to make a proper sun for light. I set to work like a skillful artist making a painting or sculpture. I had never been very creatively-minded, always rational and sensible. Even at that time, I didn't enjoy the creative aspects of creating. It was rather a means to a goal. And the only reason I was able to do much creative work at all was because I was conforming the world to a set pattern, rather than making one of my own. My personality was all wrong for Ern, as I had known from the very beginning.


However, in all my plans, I had forgotten to take into account that there was more than one mind at work in this place.


I remembered my foe when I heard his scream. It echoed from one end of Ern to the other, and I knew that something was wrong. However, I did not know what was wrong. At first, though I felt the very fabric of that world shake, I did not know why or what had upse him. It was not until a few minutes later, when I saw thousands of tiny clocks of every shape and size (well, every shape 300 years old, at least) floating at random from somewhere beneath me and to the left that I remembered what I had taken from him. 


“Where is he!?” Echoed a profoundly loud voice. And then, before I could think or respond, he was there, in front of me, in his clown-form. “You! It was you! It had to have been!”


“Yes, I destroyed your clock,” I retorted. “But you destroyed my life. It's because of you that I am here.”


“Who cares, who cares!?” he yelled, pulling out his hair. “That was my friend, my first! You killed my friend!”


“And I'm glad I did!”


Rather than responding in words, he took the shape of a bear of extraordinary size and bit me. Well, the word “bit” doesn't really destribe it, because my whole body fit in his mouth quite easily, yet he didn't swallow me... not right away, at least. He chewed me, and my body was torn to shreds, hot blood spraying all over his mouth, before he swallowed me. The whole process was rather painful.


That was rather pointless, I thought, what was left of my body being slowly dissolved by his stomach acids. I've been much more thoroughly destroyed than this, and it didn't really harm me much in the end.


With that thought, I willed a giant explosion to appear in his stomach, and in a ball of fire, his limbs and organs flew in every which direction. Out of the center of it all appeared my body, again. “See, you can't really harm me like that in this place.”


A voice answered out of the void, “I could bear you ruining my art a little and thought I would be a good neighbor and leave you alone, but my first creation, my clock, is irreplaceable! I can't make another,” By which I supposed he meant that any new clock would not be accurate like that one had been.
 “You, die! Go away! You're ruining my Ern!”


Two giant hands emerged and swatted me between themselves. I'd hoped to be able to react quickly enough to make my body indestructible if something like that happened, but he was so quick that I ended up a bloody mess on those palms.


In turn, I exploded again (not feeling very creative after this turn of events), then said, “We can do this all day!”


“And I would be happy to,” he cried, as a giant knife chopped me in two. Again, I wasn't able to think fast enough to cause anything other than my immediate reaction (namely, getting chopped in two) to occur.


He stood there with a big smile on his face (having assumed a rather large and strange human form), which I wiped off with two enormous cubes, which crushed and ground him between them. I took a rather small form this time, a fly, to avoid being a big target, but somehow he knew where I was, and he stepped on me against a surface that suddenly appeared.


At that, I grew rather weary of our little game. Perhaps he enjoyed being crushed, set on fire, and disembowled, but I didn't. It hurt! Looking back, perhaps it was only painful because I expected it to be. 


At that time, I tried something I had not attempted before: I abandoned a physical form altogether. With it, I lost sight, and every other sense, but I gained a new sense (perhaps I just made it up), where I simply knew what was nearby. It's hard to defire “nearby” when I was without a body, but it seemed as though I resided primarily in a certain area, so I knew what was happening near that area. 


And what was happening, I didn't like. Everywhere, new surfaces, absurd animals, geometrical absurdities, and and (worst of all) logical contradictions began to appear. Things quickly became even worse than when I had started. I suppose that by destroying that man's clock, I broke his sanity even more than it already had been broken, so now the worst nightmares imaginable were appearing in every single corner of Ern.


As soon as I saw the direction that things were headed, I despaired. All my work was being undone, and I felt like giving up and being a bodiless, thoughtless nothingness forever. For a time, whether days or weeks or months I do not know, I remained in that state. I didn't feel like taking a physical form again, because it would just result in more gore, so I remained a despairing lump of consciousness.


My memories and logic seemed to escape me again, as well. Perhaps my memories were buried somewhere deep, but I had nothing to draw them out, and it hurt too much to think of Beeo. I regretted ever starting whatever it was that had led me here. I also regretted destroying that clock, instead of trying to make peace with that man, because it had just made things worse. I should have known better than to make an enemy in a world with only two people in it, and I should have known that destroying it would start us both on the path of mutual hatred and revenge. 


In all honesty, what pulled me out of despair was that I just got tired of it. At some point, I realized that I couldn't spend the rest of eternity moping in my sorrow and that I would have to do something, sooner or later. With every passing moment, the mess of Ern seemed to get worse, and without me to clean it up, it would continue to.


But what to do? Violence would solve nothing, as we had already proved. And at the rate that he was creating nonsense, I couldn't destroy or fix it all. Or could I?


Maybe the answer was to wage war on his view of this place, on this reflection of his pure insanity. Maybe the only victory would come when I could completely destroy his world and make it what I wanted: a logical one with laws and precedence.


The first thing I did was to take a physical form: my own body. That would be necessary if I was to make a world that made sense. The next thing I did was to set myself on the ground at the bottom of it all (now well-concealed in clouds of floating junk: clocks, animals, floating arms of all sorts, and so forth). The world I remembered had a ground, and so this one would need to be built from the ground up, too.


And then he appeared, still a ball of rage. “So, you've resurfaced, you, you...”


“I'm sorry,” I said. “I was wrong to destroy your clock like that. Will you forgive me?”


“NEVER!” He shouted, as a giant boot appeared over my head.


“Wait!” I shouted. “I can help! We can recreate the time! How long has passed since you first found the clock destroyed?”


He assumed the old clown-form again. “Why does it matter?”


“We can figure out the time,” I replied frantically. “I remember the time that was on the clock when I destroyed it. And if you know how long it was since we found it...”


“What about the time in between!?” He shouted, his form growing immensely and becoming destorted and demonic.


“I... it was... 4 days and three hours,” I said, estimating roughly the time.


“How many minutes?” He asked.


“I don't know,” I replied. Then he, in that enormous form, rippped me in half and bit off my head. It didn't really hurt that much. I'd finally realized that nothing should hurt in this place. Or maybe I'd just gotten used to bloody dismemberment.


From somewhere in his stomach, my head said, “If you want, we can fight forever,” I said. “But you'll never figure out the time like that. The time I can give you is the closest that you'll ever have for the rest of eternity. And if you don't get it from me now, you'll be left wondering, forever. You can choose. As it stands, your best estimate must be some days off. Come, forget your grudge and get a new time and be satisfied in that.”


I felt my body reconstitute itself somewhere in the space in front of him (albiet with a second head), which was quite spectacular, because I never imagined that he would be able to modify my body without my consent. As amazement entered my mind, a strong idea of hope also did, because I realzied that if two wills were to do battle here, which ours inevitably would if I wanted a rational world and he an irrational one, then it seemed possible that a stronger one could triumph. So, all I had to do was make my will stronger, and it would. Only, he had 300 years of experience on me. Well, if it takes another 300 years for me to catch up, I will, I thought bitterly.


“Ok, give me the combined times between the clock time and the time till I found it.”


“Well, the total time is 312 years, 3 months, and 18 days.” I made up the number of days and hoped it was right.


He then reached his hand to the space in front of him, and from nowhere, a large clock appeared, exactly like the one I had destroyed. Perhaps it had been taken from somewhere else in Ern. I loathed him for doing such an irrational thing. 


Right then, his form reverted to that ordinary, normal-sized clown that he had been. I wondered if perhaps the clock was something that calmed his mind and made him take that form (which seemed the most natural to him).  “Then with another two months, eleven days, twelve hours, and such and such, I get three hundred twelve years, five months, and twenty-nine days. But hours, minutes, seconds: forever, forever lost. Yes, forever lost... And the days may be wrong too... wrong too...  You have taken a treasure forever from me, and I can never forgive, never forgive...” The clock in front of him took on the new time, but with that, all the hands beneath the day hand were erased.


“Look, I'm sorry,” I said. “But I've lost a lot too. Back in Beeo, my wife and children are still alive, probably wondering where I am. And I'm stuck here... say, you wouldn't happen to know a way back to Beeo from here, would you?”


“No, no! Why would you want to leave Ern? Ern is paradise!” He replied, turning into a blueish tree.


“So you don't know, huh?” I asked the tree.


“No, I've never tried.”


“Well then, since it's just us, I suppose we'll have to get along. How about this: Let's divide Ern into two: you take half, I'll take half, and we can each do what we want with our halves. That sound good?”


“Wonderful! Spectacular!” this man was quite excitable.


“Then let's set up a wall...” He disappeared, and the entire world shifted. Rather than a physical wall, there was sort of an idealogical wall between us, like a gulf. There was still that floor beneath, and still that sky overhead, but once I got to a certain point, I just couldn't cross it without great mental difficulty, without “tearing down” that wall. Somehow, he'd created an invisible wall that was more effective than any physical one, and though I could see his side from mine, I couldn't cross over into it. Where he was, I had no idea, but finally, I had a section of my own in Ern to make into the likeness of Beeo.


In the coming months, I made the wall opaque and made it block out sound. My next task was to clean up all floating junk, except for one clock of my own, which I put on the ground, stationary. Once the skies were clear, all the unique animal life and floating limbs and logical contradictions cleared (the worst I found was the end of infinity), I set to work at recreating my home.


The first thing to come was a sun, which I timed with my clock. Naturally, moon and stars soon followed. After that came plants, animals, rivers, land, mountains, and the like. I stopped flying, and I made sure nothing else did (except birds, of course). The grand project took about seven months, and in completing it, I mastered more secrets of Ern.


However, for all it was like Beeo, it was not Beeo. As a finite man, I could only create so much. Wide spaces of land were flat and without life, and many of the mountains were only vague shapes without form at a closer level. Though my animals were alive, they did not reproduce. And of course, my most glaring lack was that of people: I could not make them. No matter what I did, I could only make empty bodies, and I gave up on even that in frustation.


And with all my work of creating a place similar to that which I had known, my memories came back, and this was my story, in brief: My wife's name was Leorre. Our son's name was Thorm. We had lived in the city of Maeva, a center of the best research and wisdom. I had been a researcher and was working on an experimental project with my comrade, Konnak. We had never been good friends, just fellow-workers.


And then he had discovered the material about Ern from 300 years ago and shared it with me. All we knew was that it seemed to be research towards creating immortality. It was almost impossible to decipher, because it was written like poetry or a mad-man's scrawls, and we thought it was in code. In addition, the research seemed suddenly to have been abandoned and shoved into a library, where he had found it. Despite all this, there seemed to be some valid theory in it. 


Things went sour in our relationship when I found him pursuing my wife. She had been faithful to me, but after that, I parted with Konnak in bitter hatred. By that point, I'd grown weary of the Ern business and thought it to be nothing but the ramblings of a madman. I decided to move on and let Konnak continue towards that dead end.


Then suddenly, three years later, Konnak invited me to his laboratory. He said that he had finally figured out the immortality spell, and he wanted my opinion on it before he tested it on himself. I was reluctant to go, but my interest was so peaked that I decided to at least check into the matter. When I got there, an enormous contraption was waiting for me, which he showed me in some detail, and then... the next thing I remembered was the face of the clown-man, for I had awoken in Ern.


This, then, is what I supposed to have happened. Konnak really had figured out the immortality spell. And so he had realized what kind of immortality it was: an eternity in a wholly different place, in this Ern. He may have also realized how undesirable this place was, so he decided to trick me and send me here. Somehow he had done that while I was looking at his research. The whelp was probably with my wife at the very moment.


What I remembered of the research made sense with this place of Ern. It also made sense that only someone completely insane would ever have thought of such a thing as this place, and only a complete genius could have made that idea reality. That genius-madman was the clown, happily playing with the laws of nature and logic on the other side of that wall, and sooner or later, I would have to face him.


I chose to face him sooner. After satisfactory work on my own little Beeo, I decided to invite him over for a visit. I cut a little hole in the wall and walked through it (resealing it so as to keep my side pure). What awaited me was no worse than I had anticipated. That mess made my head spin after the peaceful place I'd come from. Ern truly had been split into two.


“Clown-man, I summon thee!” I shouted.


“So dramatic,” he said, appearing beside me as a child of six years with three faces on his head (among other notable features). “And the name is Clowniferous, if you please.”


“Whatever it may be,” I said calmly, “it's been a long time since we spoke, and I was wondering if you would like to come over to my side for a cup of, er... tea?”


“Tea, tea, what was that again? Oh, tea! Yes, it has been a long time. At least two hundred years. How about to-hour I come over and we drink a victorious cup of tea in-one-gether.”


“In two hours?” I asked.


“No, no, to-hour. Like tomorrow, you see, hahaha!” He needed to talk to people more often.


“Sure, I'll make it up right now,” I said.


I got a fire burning from real wood, which I actually gathered from the ground. I had to create the teapot and cups and tea leaves ex-nihilo, but at least the rest was pretty natural. All around, I smiled at my mimiced Beeo. It wasn't as good as the real thing, but for just a few months of work, it wasn't bad at all. As I waited for the water to boil and for my opponent to show his face, I wondered how in the world to leave this place, or if that were impossible. And if I were stuck here for eternity, could somehow learn to make people? It would be good to have some company. Or was there some way I could get that other man to come to his senses and live ratioanlly? And I wondered if Konnak would ever try to send someone else here, or if another would ever pick up the research... it would be a long eternity to spend with just that clown-man.


Before long, he came. He was flying, sure, but he was in his plain-old clown-form, dressed in his best clown-suit. Floating in a cloud around him were all manner of abominations. The most interesting was a teapot full of holes that still held water inside, and the most despicable was a number half of infinity, which was stationary about three inches from his left ear.


He seemed more nervous than I had ever seen him. He stared at everything here as though a child trapped by wild animals, and his little circus of absurdities made sure to stick close to him, as though it was afraid, too.


“Why don't you come down here and sit in these chairs?” I said with a sinister grin on my face. “It'll be hard to drink tea up there.”


“Hmm... alright...” he said reluctantly, floating down and sitting in the chair. “There's something funny about this place,” he added.


“Oh, those are all the laws of nature and logic,” I said, “It's probably been a while since you've seen them. For instance, here, infinity is an abstract concept, not a real number, so you can't have half of it.” poof, it disappeared.


“Hey, I liked that little friend,” he said reluctantly.


“Here, have some tea,” I said, handing him the cup. I tried to ignore how the chair under him kept flickering between wood and steel. “Does this place remind you of anywhere, Mer?” I asked, recalling his real name from the research papers.


“A little... hey, my name is Clowniferous!” he shouted.


“Sure, sure, but haven't you ever been called Mer before?”


“No, never!”


“Oh, I must be wrong, then, Mer... say, what did you do before you came to Ern?”


“Before Ern, before Ern... I hated that place, and this place reminds me of it. I was... I was... a clown!!”


“A clown?” I asked. “I thought that you were a genius wizard.”


“Oh, maybe I did that for a little while, but my real heart was in entertaining children, in being a clown. The research thing was just for money, and so that I could create Ern. But clown is who I really am.”


So he really had been a clown back in Beeo! That was a surprise. At the same time, he was in the jaws of my trap, and there was no escape. Already, his floating objects were falling one by one, and that teapot full of holes? All the water had leaked out. Tiny and impossible animals disappeared from existance, and he didn't even realize what was happening. Just being in this place, so perfectly created with all its rules, was forcing his mind back to sanity, or at least some semblence of it. Even his sentences were making more sense. “Now don't you think a place like this with logic is a nice place?” I said as though speaking to a child.


“Nice place... laws... logic...” he seemed to be thinking, and then he exploded into the form of a thirty-foot-tall lion and roared. “No, I hate them! I hated that place! Here is where I belong.”


And predictably, he ate me. He was so fond of that approach. However, even through the pain, which I allowed because I had to to be consistent, I said to him, “Isn't it funny how when you eat me I am eaten, and when you chew me I am chewed and you taste me? Isn't it funny how your stomach is full now and how I'm starting to get digested? It's almost like there's some kind of sense to it all.”


“NO! Get out of my belly!” he started screaming. “Get out! Get out!” And he tried to force me into a body outside of him, I could feel it, but I was able to stop him. Already, his will and his logicless reason was crumbling. 


“Sorry,” I replied from within his innards. “But you ate me, so here I am eaten.”


Without sound of movement, I was free of his stomach, because he himself had now turned into a woman about three feet tall. “I'm a girl! That doesn't make any sense, does it?” he asked.


I took my own form so that I could speak using a mouth, and said, “Actually, that made perfect sense! That statement was based on a premise (that you are at root a man) that was in contrast to an apparent fact (that you had become a woman), so it was a rather convincing argument, in truth. Your sentence was even gramatically correct! How well you use grammar and words.”


“Monkey lamp clock blue therefore eat over;”


That had me stumped for a moment. I mean, how does one respond to “Monkey lamp clock blue therefore eat over?” However, I could see that he was losing altitude. He was having trouble even staying in the air! “Come, come. You're just pretending. That didn't make any sense, so you know there must be such a thing as sense. That is, if it didn't make it.” And with that, his feet touched the ground. He could no longer even fight gravity. “See, no matter how hard you surpress it, logic and nature and truth exist, and you can't pretend they don't.”


“I hated there,” he finally said. “All I wanted was escape to place where the world worked like my mind, so I made here. And now you... You ruined it. I hate you.”


I felt a little sympathy for him. Seeing him, now once again as a clown, but a profoundly sad clown, I realized how hard it must have been for such an insane-genius mind to get by in Beeo, especially 300 years ago, in a time where might ruled far more than in my day. “I thought you liked being a clown,” I said.


“I did... I loved the looks on the kids' faces... but I couldn't eat if that was all I did. So I started that other work, but everyone there hated me. I just wanted to go back to my clowning...”


“Well look, if you help me find a way out of here, I'll help you get back to your clowning. You'll be happy there, OK?”


“Ok...” he said, dejected.


“But first, let's take down that wall...”


Over the next two months, I conformed his side of Ern to be more like Beeo. Mer, Clowniferous, mostly stayed out of my way. He was no help at all in finding a way out, and he seemed to be falling into a deep depression, which was fine with me, because it meant that I could focus on my escape.


After most of that work had been done, I realized that I could go on for centuries trying to create the world that I had known, and though it would get closer and closer and comfort me in this place, Ern was still Ern, and it would never quite be Beeo. So, I tried one more thing.


I made a room. With my mind, which I know I shouldn't have done, but building it would have taken too long. I tried to conform every detail to be like the room I had stood in with Konnak years ago, down to the complicated contraption that had sent me into Ern. I even made a mock-Konnak from my memories of him, though of course all he did was stand there with a dumb look on his face.


As I was working on getting all the details right, as well as I could, Mer appeared and stood beside me. “That brings back memories. The paradise device...” he muttered, dejected. “At least, what used to be paradise. What are you doing, anyways?”


“This is how I came here, so I'm trying to see if maybe, somehow, I could use this place to go...” I paused and gasped for breath.


“What?” he moaned.


“Did you feel that?” I asked. “Something changed.”


I rushed to the window and looked out and saw azure skies and streets filled with people. People! The skies were a shade of blue I could never quite master, and people... people! Other living people! This was Beeo! I was home! Somehow, something I had done in creating a room exactly like where I had entered Ern from, or... perhaps it was the replica of the device itself that triggered the change... I would never know for certain, but I was home. “We're back, Clowniferous,” I said. “This is Ern no longer. We've returned to Beeo!”


I looked around the room and saw a layer of dust over everything. It seemed that months or years had passed since this room had been used, but the Ern device was still there. And of course, my mock Konnak had disappeared when we switched over.


Mer, however, had a look of complete horror on his face. “NOT HERE!” He shouted. “No, it's not true! This is still Ern. I can fly! Watch!”


He bolted towards the window, and though I was tempted to let him jump, the drop wasn't enough to kill him, so I wrestled him away from it, instead. “No, no, no. That won't do. You can't fly anymore! You remember Beeo, no matter how much you try to forget.”


“NO!” he shouted again.


“Listen, listen, you can go back, yes...” I muttered, an idea appearing. “You know this device, right? How it works? I'll bet you could get back to Ern if you really wanted. And it would be all yours, again, no me to muck it up.”


He looked at the device with glee. “Yes, yes, I do remember this. I created it... getting back will be a cinch, a cinch I say...”


“But can you wait a minute? I have someone who wants to go there with you. He... he'll enjoy whatever you make Ern like, unlike me. You can do whatever you want with him. So, can you wait till my friend gets here?”


“Of course not! I'm going back immediately.” And then he started muttering to himself. “Well, it may take a few minutes, the device looks a little out of tune. Oh good, I'll finally be rid of him...” and with those words, he started checking the various levers and crystals and joints of the device.


Without another word, I bolted out the door and looked around, knowing my time was short. The university had changed a little in the last few years. I found a young-looking aide and asked, “Excuse me, do you know where a scholar named Konnak is?”


And so, for posterity, I took down to writing these memoirs, though I doubt any will believe them. It took some time, but I found my wife. She had lived as a widow for over 5 years, though when I found her, she was engaged to be married to another. But it was not Konnak. She suspected foul play from him all along, and though no one could ever prove it, she never spoke to him again. She was surprised when I walked into my old house and gave a great hug to her and my growing son. Her suitor was surprised when I knocked him to the ground and told him never to come back.


As I look back to my time in Ern, all I can say is that I'm glad that it's over and that I hope it takes Konnak longer than me to figure out how to get out of there, if he ever does. And though the first few months of my return left me with nightmares, even in my nightmares, I could not picture a square circle. Looking back, the the only reason that I was able to create a world with laws and thereby eventually return to Beeo was because I had known one in the first place.

Timeline (in case you're curious):

308 years after the initial start of the research: Enterred Ern.

312 years, 3 months, and 14 days: clock destroyed

a few days - four days and three hours

“A time” -floating as nothingness – 2 months, 11 days, 12 hours (clown says at reconstituting of clock)

Total time at reconstituting of clock: 213 years, 5 months, 29 days

Time spent recreating Beeo at first – 7 months and 8 days (days not stated)

After confontation – 2 more months of work

