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UNCANNY VALLEY

	There are two basic types of predation: pursuit and ambush. The first is what most people, I think, picture when a predator comes to mind. A cheetah running down a zebra, a wolf pack nipping at the sides of a moose. Even insects such as the dragonfly hunt mosquitoes and other smaller dragonflies.

	Humans were pursuit predators once, though it’s more commonly referred to as persistence hunting. We followed beasts over miles of terrain—the sweat on our skins releasing heat more efficiently than the panting tongues of our prey—and eventually killed the animal and brought it back to our tribes.

	The second type of predator is an ambush predator. A crocodile, lurking in the river for a wildebeest, or a trapdoor spider waiting for an insect to land on its door. These are camouflage predators, the water of the river concealing the scaly back of the reptile, the spider dragging grass over the web. But what’s interested me for the past weeks, ever since I went hiking, are predators that use a different method.

	Aggressive mimicry. An evolution where predatory animals have developed the ability to send signals to their prey in a method that the prey will dismiss as harmless or friendly, allowing the predator to close in and feed upon the unfortunate animal. Anglerfish are the most famous example, the bioluminescent light dangling from the top of its head having become shorthand for danger, for a lure pulling in a victim. But they’re not the only ones. The snapping turtle's tongue looks like a worm, and so fish swim eagerly into its mouth. The vibrant colors of the inside of the Venus flytraps mouth make it look like a flower to the insects it preys on. The point is: for predators like this, they have to signal to their prey that they’re harmless. Friendly. Not to be feared.

	I was hiking in the mountains of northeast Vermont, near the Canadian border. It’s a lovely place, especially in the last days of summer, though perhaps hotter than I’d like. For all that I was a New England boy, born and raised, the summers and springs were always my least favorite part. I’d driven up by myself, begging off a scheduled trip to Burlington that some college friends invited me to. We all went to university in the state and had decided to come back a week early to spend some time together. It was the last day, and while I wouldn’t say any of my other friends were uninterested in the great outdoors, they were all more interested in thrifting along college town streets than hiking the interweaving mountain trails until the sun started to set.

	There had been no other cars in the parking lot of the trailhead, the dust settling as I pulled in and locked my car before looking about. The sun had just finished completely rising over the horizon, and I slipped on a baseball cap and applied sunscreen, grimacing as the white spray bottle began to sputter. Back in my backpack it went, alongside pocketknife, flashlight, and compass, and I stepped onto the trails.

	I was alone on the trails for seven hours. I followed the creek as far as I could, spotting multiple deer and even a fox or two sneaking through the undergrowth. The dappled sunlight that shone through the canopy was much appreciated, shielding me from the burning sun, and I made a bit of a game out of seeing how far I could get without having to cross an expanse of shadeless grass. There’s a certain pleasure about exploring a small section of wilderness without having to actually get lost and endanger yourself.

	Squirrels chittered and ran back and forth along the branches of the trees, and one genuinely startled me when it ripped of a chunk of bark the size of my palm. It fell on my head, and I yelped, starting in just the right way to send me tripping to the ground, knees and hands hitting the ground with a heavy thud. Hissing from the pain, I glanced at my hands. Only some minor scrapes meant that it could be safely ignored, and with a grunt, I hurled the bark back up into the trees, causing the squirrels to take off, shaking the leaves from the branches.

	Grumbling, I decided this was a good a place as any for a lunch, and sat on a nearby log, sighing with exasperation when I saw the grass stains on my pants. Brushing it off as best I could, I slung off my backpack and opened it up. I had brought some salami, some cheese, crackers and trail mix—a standard hiking lunch in my family.

	From the side pocket, I grabbed my pocketknife. I had a Swiss Army in my actual pocket, but this was a four-inch folding knife, one that I kept in my backpack just in case. The handle was orange plastic, with finger grips curved into the material, and the click that sounded out as the mechanism activated to keep the blade firm sounded loud in the natural soundscape. I remember it clearly. Unsurprising, perhaps, but still weird.

	I had been sitting there, snacking on cracker sandwiches for what couldn’t have been more than four minutes, when for the first time all day, I heard footsteps. There’s an unmistakable sound when a hiking boot crunches leaves, the plastic nubs and grooves forming a pattern unlike anything in nature, and there’s really no way to mistake it for anything else. Turning, I made to greet the person coming up on the trail behind me and stopped, the words failing to come out of my mouth.

	There was something off about the man standing on the trail, something that triggered that lizard part of my brain wanting to run, to fight, to freeze—to abandon the sapience of humanity and bound away into the trees. The first thing I noticed was his shirt: it was inside out and back to front, the tag fluttering in the soft breeze as we stared at each other. It was too large for him by far, the hem hanging down past his waist and nearly to the tips of his fingers. Ripped jeans, stained with mud and grass, seemed to be equally big, and I could only assume the grace of a belt stopped them from tangling his ankles. Those boots were untied, but the laces looked like they were tucked into the boots themselves to prevent him from tripping.

	He might have been shorter than me by a head, but I didn’t like the way he was staring at me. It reminded me too much of the way the people on the subway would stare at me, the ones who mumbled to themselves and were clearly not mentally well. Brown hair hung from his scalp, tangled and twisted and visibly unwashed. I swear, I couldn’t tell when he blinked.

	“Can I help you?” I asked, hand tightening around my knife. This was not my normal reaction, but this man was anything but normal. I would have offered him some crackers, asked him how the trails were treating him, where he had come from… but there was a part of me screaming that something was wrong, that this man wasn’t right. It was a combination of his clothes and the way he moved. Ultimately, I can try to justify it all I like. The truth is, I didn’t trust him. I thought he was dangerous. And I was right.

	“Hello,” he said, taking a step toward me.

	I blinked. His voice was slightly throaty, the word mildly accented. But it was still a word, a greeting, something that my subconscious recognized as a symbol of harmlessness. And my hand loosened my grip on my knife.

	That was when he moved, sprinting at me at breakneck speed, boots slamming against the ground and arms pumping back and forth. Yelping, I stumbled backward, holding out the knife in front of me like a spear. A spear the man slammed into with seemingly no regard for his own safety. The shining tip of the blade pressing into his chest, piercing through fabric, then through skin—continuing forward, as if there was no ribcage under his skin. It was like he was a boar running directly into a spear, unable to even understand what he was looking at, even as he slammed into me, barreling me over as a squeal came from his mouth.

	My back was pressed against the ground, all air forced from my lungs with the force of a cannon, and in that moment, I thought that I would never be able to inhale again. That thing’s face was inches above mine, and was so deep into the uncanny valley it must have been at the very bottom of the thing. I can barely describe what was wrong with it, just a complete and utter sense of the proportions of the face being off: the left eye being ever so slightly higher than the right, the nose somehow off-center, the mouth too wide to be that of a human. Those eyes were light green and looked like my brothers. More than anything else, that might be what makes me shiver the most when I think back on it now, just how human those eyes were with how inhuman it was.

	Its mouth was open in a frozen squeal in that moment, so much saliva dropping from the lips of the things that it looked like the spit-up of a baby. Its teeth: sharp and needle pointed, resembling that of a lamprey or a moray. A single, bizarre thought popped into my head, and I wondered if this thing was a vampire, with those blood-draining teeth. It had a tongue, but not a human-like one, broad and flat. It was more like that of a snake, completely straight but for the forked tip.

	The shirt was loose and baggy and torn with a bloodstain. The image of this thing wearing my shirt inside out, stained with my blood, flashed through my mind, and despite there being no more air in my lungs I tried my best to scream as loud as I possibly could. That’s the frozen moment I remember, like a snapshot of what could have been the last second I was ever alive. But thankfully, my knife was in my hands, and steel won the day over that creature.

	The sound that came from its mouth when my blade plunged into its chest was unholy, exactly what I’d imagine came from a slaughterhouse day in and day out, and the thing jumped back, my knife still lodged in its chest. My kick came a second too late, my leg striking out at thin air as the thing got far enough away to avoid the sole of my hiking boot. Pawing at it, the creature stumbled, managing to close its fingers around the handle and pull it out—but not straight out. Downward, ripping through even more of its flesh in the process and eliciting an even louder cry.

	I’ve been cut deep before. An accident with a kitchen knife when I worked as a line cook, one that resulted in stitches across the meat of my forearm. I’ve seen what it should look like when flesh parts from flesh, when blood spills from severed veins and capillaries. It didn’t look like what was under that thing’s skin. It looked more like raw chicken—pink and clean. It huffed in pain, shaking as it dropped to its knees and pressed its hands against its wound in a manner that was far too human. Scrambling to my feet, I backed away, and for a strange, insane moment, thought about running to retrieve my knife. Now, though, there was no force on earth that could compel me to get closer to that inhuman thing on the floor, and so I fled, leaving its bleating behind.

	I can barely remember my flight from the forest, only the frantic sound of my boots hitting the dirt trail, the desperate flickering of my vision as I pushed myself as far as I could go, following the signs leading back to the trailhead without a single thought for cutting through the forest. There was no chance I was leaving the safety of the trails.

	Staggering into the parking lot, my car was still the only one there. I rushed to it, finally letting my feet stop moving as I leaned against it, panting for breath. My lungs were aching, my legs burning from heel to thigh, a stitch like fire burning under my chest. But I was away from that thing, and I held onto that thought as I unlocked the car and spilled into it, driving away as fast as I could.

	I haven’t told anyone this. How could I? It’s utterly insane, and if anything, the person I told would just say I came across some psycho in the woods, and my fight or flight kicked in, making them look inhuman in the heat of stress. It’s well known, after all, how fallible memory truly is, how the mind twists itself to form a narrative. I have no physical proof, no photo of those inhuman teeth, no audio of that bestial screaming. And even if I did, who would believe me with how well video and sound effects can be manipulated today? Even high schoolers were making names for themselves on the internet with their skills. But I know what happened.

	Aggressive mimicry. It’s the practice of predatory animals attempting to signal to their prey in their own manner of communication that they aren’t a threat. That there’s nothing wrong, no jaws waiting to snap shut, no claws ready to swing down. I’ve thought about it a lot in the days since that encounter I had on the trails, done research on other creatures that perform it, to the point that I’m lagging behind on my actual classes.

	But that’s what that thing was. Something that preys on humans with no idea what the word “hello” means beyond a series of sounds that will make its prey less likely to run. It evolved to mimic aspects of human behavior, copying greetings and body language, each generation refining it as the ones that couldn’t properly adapt failed to find food and pass on their genes. Even as humanity itself refined its ability to detect them. That phenomenon we call the uncanny valley: a prickling sensation in the back of our minds telling us that what we’re looking at is a predator specifically designed to hunt us.

	There’s one thing, though, that I can’t seem to figure out. It was wearing clothing. Probably the clothing of previous victims, sure. But still. It wore clothes. And if others of that species figure out that they can put on clothing… if they evolve faster than we can convince each other that they exist…

	I think I’m going to keep an eye on how many people go missing while hiking. Just in case.

	 


THE COUNCILORS

	Theatre folk tend to be quite the superstitious bunch. It doesn’t matter if they’re an actor, a director, or one of the many types of techs or backstage workers, we are one and all slaves to lady luck. There are those rituals that everyone has heard of, even as a mild curiosity: the referring to Macbeth as "the Scottish play," wishing for your compatriots to "break a leg" instead of wishing them "good luck," never whistling inside the theatre.

	Then there are those tidbits of information that one doesn’t learn in high-school theatre, but elsewhere: the rule about never allowing a peacock feather on stage, leaving a single light on even as the theatre is closed, and banning the use of blue costumes. Then there are the most obscure ones, the ones that vary from theatre to theatre, with every production having its own rules. And finally, there is the story of The Councilors.

	The Councilors is the most common name, but I’ve also heard it called by half a dozen other ones besides. When I worked briefly in New York City, they knew it as Heir to Naught, while in Los Angeles they called it Heavy is the Crown. No matter what, though, the plot is roughly the same.

	The Councilors is set in ancient Greece, meaning the play could have been written from any time from Sophocles to Shakespeare, and the city-state remains unnamed throughout. It opens with the chorus informing us that the king waged war upon his neighbors three times, once every seven years, and at the end of the last battle he vanished. Though he has a wife, he has only daughters, and now his councilors begin to fight for position, all seeking to marry the king’s eldest daughter, Arsinoe, and succeed him.

	There are four primary councilors. The first is Lysimachus, a general of the king who went with him on each of his campaigns, and whom the other councilors suspect of murdering the king in the confusion of battle. The second is Polykarpos, a landowner and farmer who feeds much of the city with his grain, and who is making veiled threats to begin selling his grain to rival cities if he loses. The third is Basileios, a nobleman who is on good terms with the city’s nobility and has them in his pocket, meaning that the general support of the upper class for him to be king is strong. The fourth and final is Nikolaos, the youngest member of the council given the seat after he saved the king’s life in the second campaign. Nikolaos had the closest relationship with the king of the four councilors, in addition to the support of the common folk.

	The majority of the play deals with these four scheming with and against each other, and it seems like everyone has heard at least one scheme that someone else hasn’t. I, for instance, was shocked when an ex-girlfriend of mine asked me if I remembered the scene where Basileios convinces the nobility to masturbate onto the fields of Polykarpos, thus making the claim that the next harvest belongs to them as the ones who impregnated the earth with the bounty of grain. I myself had the pleasure of telling my stage manager in Los Angeles all about the scene where Lysimachus and Nikolaos wrestle for the amusement and support of the king’s second daughter, Korinna, making fools of themselves before she leaves without backing either.

	These schemes, however, are ribbons around the maypole of the main plot. At the end of the first act, a young man comes to the city-state, claiming to bear the king’s sword, shield, crown, and armor. Each is confirmed as legitimate, and the councilors flatter him heavily, seeking to praise the young man so as to impress the king’s widow, Metrodora. However, at the end of the audience, the young man introduces himself as Theokritos, and reveals the king’s first crown, thought lost during the first campaign twenty-one years ago, which he says proves him to be the king’s son, sired on the princess of that conquered city.

	Immediately, the councilors turn on him, and order his execution for lies and forgery, which Theokritos does not protest, simply noting that the hypocrisy of the councilors is now laid bare in a monologue. His head is struck from his body, and each of the four councilors lay claim to one of the items he brought with him—Lysimachus the sword, Polykarpos the shield, Basileios the crown, and Nikolaos the armor, while the lost crown is discarded as a forgery and picked up by the king’s third daughter, Sophia.

	The tone of the play is hard to understand. It starts as a comedy, certainly, a satire of democracy and the scheming, conniving councilors willing to do just about anything to step into the position of power left vacant without a clear successor. The schemes in the first act certainly are farcical enough. A third scheme I know of is one in which Nikolaos attempts to convince Metrodora that the king had told him he was to marry Arsinoe when they returned from campaign, and Polykarpos claims the same, though neither knows anything personal at all about the young woman. The councilors frequently assert one thing, and then when contradicted by the queen or the princesses, fall over themselves to insist that they didn’t say what just came out of their mouths—not at all. In fact, they were testing the other councilors, and the fact that they weren’t corrected is proof of their failure. It is a genuinely funny play, at the beginning. That does change, though.

	In the second act, Theokritos appears as a vision to Metrodora, Arsinoe, Korinna, and Sophia, reiterating his claim of being the king’s son. He informs them that the gods are displeased with the squabbling of the councilors, and if the rightful king is not on the throne by the end of the year, the city will be destroyed.

	The four councilors are skeptical of this claimed vision, but that night, each is visited by Theokritos, who tells each of them individually they are the rightful king. Lysimachus by his victories on the battlefield, Polykarpos by his feeding of the city, Basileios by his ties with the nobility, and Nikolaos by the former king’s trust in him. He cautions each of them not to speak of his appearance to any other, and each councilor gives a soliloquy to the audience about their confidence in their claim.

	It is at this point, theatre folk whisper to each other, that the play gets strange. The schemes that were farcical in the first act become vicious and cruel in the second. And yet, no one can agree on what schemes were in the text… because each is different. The legend is that starting with the second act of the play, the motivations and backstories of each of the councilors, princesses, and the widowed queen come up, and each is similar to that of the actor or actress playing the character. And it makes sense, for theatre communities tend to be incestuous by nature; we date in our circle, we break up in our circle, we fight and make up together… and so there are plenty of dramas for The Councilors to latch onto.

	Once, it’s said, the man playing Polykarpos had cheated on his girlfriend—another actress, of course, though accounts vary as to whether or not she was in the play. It was with someone who worked backstage, and so when it came time for the play to be performed in that theatre, Nikolaos swept in during the second act and accused Polykarpos of being unfaithful to his late wife. In the end, Polykarpos admitted to his infidelity and bragged about it. “If I take a hundred mistresses and sire a hundred children, I shall still be king, for it is he who controls the bounty of the earth that rules over its people!”

	I’ve heard of a version where Metrodora is stopped from taking her own life by the councilors, not because they are concerned for her but because without her as a guiding influence, the race to become king will be far more violent and destructive. She begs to be allowed to go to her husband in death, but they refuse and post a guard with her at all times to ensure she cannot commit suicide. The actress supposedly tried to kill herself as well.

	In another story, Lysimachus is accused of knowingly sending soldiers under him to their deaths, so that they would perish, and he would receive the glory that by all rights should have gone to them. Basileios bands the nobles of the city together, and one by one, Lysimachus is forced to give their families the honors of their dead sons that he had taken, and by the end swore bloody vengeance on Basileios and his companions. The actor playing Lysimachus, they say, had lied about his credits, and bribed a thug to attack another actor who he was serving as an understudy for in order to get on stage. The type of thing that happens in dramas about actors, not in real life.

	But that’s the joke about The Councilors; it’s a reflection of the theatre company you’re in, a reflection of the production. Well, I say joke. But it’s not a joke, not at all. Not to me, not anymore. I think that’s the good thing about being generally disliked. You’re not attached to that web of complex relationships, you can stand to the side as they all tangle up together, making a rope to hang themselves with.

	I had just signed on with the theatre company when they decided to run The Councilors. I auditioned for the part of Sophia: the third and final daughter of the king. Quiet, thoughtful, and wise. The only one who understands—as early as when Theokritos gets his head chopped off—that there cannot possibly be a happy ending for the city and who gets crushed under the burden, until eventually she throws herself into the sea and drowns herself—though the incident that causes her to do so changes from play to play.
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