




BACKGROUND

 Everyone talks about the modernity of Taipei. The 
tall skyscrapers, the glass buildings, the fast city pace. 
Taipei 101 the shortest building in the city stands as a 
marker of the cowardice past. Although Taipei continues 
to be a destination city at the most northern tip of Taiwan, 
other cities decidedly live in their own sense of modernism 
through the preservation of their past. Kaohsiung, a 
major port city, feels like it’s frozen in time. With its strong 
Cultural Preservation Council, at the helm of city decisions, 
Kaohsiung finds itself struggling to live in modernity. 
Graveyards of abandoned, useless mopeds sit to rust 
in allies, a symbol of a simpler time. A new branch of 
municipal workers, the perfumers, have been created to 
accommodate the accumulating metal that has become 
the foundation of Kaohsiung.  Surveying the streets 
everyday, they spray the metals with different scents to 
help hide the smell of metal and rust.

BOYS
 The room was so bleak. Four grey walls, one tiny 
window, and 30 glass standing desks. Everyday we were 
expected to come in at 10am, clock-in, complete our 
lessons, and leave at our own accord. I stuffed a wad of 
paper in my mouth and started to chew. I waited for it to 
get really soppy and sticky before stuffing it in the front 
end of my straw. I took a huge breath and… there it went. 
It soared through the air and landed right on Euen’s neck. 
He spun around so quickly I didn’t have time to pretend 
it wasn’t me. I gave him an impish grin and waved a few 
barely distinguishable hand signals at him. Euen rolled 
his eyes, gave me a nod and turned back around. Man, 
was I bored. I looked back at my desk and a little female 
avatar Ms. Ava was waving her arms with a stern look 
on her face, imploring me to f-o-c-u-s. I waved her away 
and looked through the list of jobs and universities that 



stood between me and being a free man. I glanced up at 
Euen and saw him prepping to leave. He was always one 
of the first to leave. I let out an obnoxiously loud groan, 
Euen turned around, gave me a look, and shushed me.  
My goody two shoes best friend, trying to keep me out of 
trouble. 

PRACTICE

 I looked at the collection of shiny pellets lined neatly 
in the glass case. I used to parade around them, acting like 
I had no fear, the conqueror of all, but now that it was time 
for me to face my own future the pellets seemed to mock 
me. I ran my fingers over the shiny cylinders trying to feel 
for the tiny triangular markings on them. Four, two, seven, 
three… my fingers slid over a marble with only 1 triangle. I 
pinched it between my pointer finger and thumb, looking 
closely, inspecting it, as if I knew what I was looking at. I 
laid it on my forearm and slowly pressed it into my skin. A 
small flame exploded out of the pellet, crawling up my arm 
like a lighting bolt. It happened so quick my arm went from 
flesh toned to a river of red before I even had time to react. 
 “What are you doing!” My mom ran in manically 
with a rag, “I told you already, if you’re practicing you have 
to keep a rag with you to stop the bleeding! You could 
have gotten seriously hurt!”
  I leaned against my mother’s lap as she pressed 
a white rag, embroidered with a Formosan Blue Magpie, 
against my bloody arm. I stared intently at the glass 
case labeled SpiderSilk, trying decide which one to use 
tomorrow.  

CULTURAL CIVICS CENTER

 The glass on the Cultural Civics Center seemed to 
stretch on forever. Each glass chamber burned with red 
fire at all times, unless there was an initiation, at which 



it burned blue and hot. The city emblem, a fish severed 
in half, shone bright right in front of the lobby doors. The 
CCC acted as the center of cultural preservation; the roots 
of our home. Under the tall glass pillars stood a brass 
base with a green patina that was home to the forgotten 
technology, hoping to be preserved and displayed. It was 
rumored that the Perfumers had to meet crouching in 
the empty voids formed by the piles of rusting metal. The 
Cultural Preservation Council met in the middle rooms 
under the glass pillars, making laws and keeping the 
history of our city safe. 

BOYS

 I sauntered toward Euen with nothing but pride 
slathered all over my face. “Did you practice last night?”, 
I questioned. Euen stared at me with a blankly. Before he 
had a chance to reply I pulled up my sleeve to reveal the 
long jagged scab on my forearm. “ What do you think?” I 
said, fishing for a compliment. Unfortunately for me, Euen 
was not impressed. He examined my arm and said, 
 “You really shouldn’t do it like that. You could bleed 
out,” and turned to leave me with my pride hurt. Upset 
that he wasn’t impressed, I grabbed his arm and said, 
 “ What do you know! You’re such a weenie, you 
don’t know the first thing about resilience, you’re going 
to fail the exam and be stuck spraying machines down 
with perfume!” He tried to pull away from me, but it was 
too late, I already had a good grip on him. I yanked him 
toward me, and pushed his sleeve up to his elbows. We 
both stood there in silence, my mouth gaping open. Euen’s 
forearm was littered with flesh colored scars in every 
direction of every size. 





THE CROSSING

 We lined up outside of the CCC, sheep being herded 
towards our respective futures. The fire chambers burned 
bright blue for hours, notifying the town of our crossing. 
Between every exam the fire would stop for about five 
seconds. If you looked closely enough you could catch a 
glimpse of what was left of the innocent.   I saw boys and 
girls stumble out of the exam room, some with nothing but 
tears, others paralyzed. If we were able to withstand the 
levels of testing at length, we could be offered a position 
with the government. Only the strongest, and most elite 
were given this opportunity. Clothes blackened by ashes, 
skin blistered by fire, children became adults. When Euen’s 
name was called, he seemed so calm. He filed into the 
CCC and I watched his chamber light up blue, burning for 
what seemed like ages. When the fire finally died down I 
saw a limp, helpless body on the ground. Suddenly, two 
large men dragged Euen out by his arms and tossed 
him on the ground, where he writhed, eyes blank, mouth 
gaping open and closed, open and closed, like a fish. I ran 
towards him lifted him up, and looked into his eyes; they 
were wet with tears. He started to sob, and I put my arms 
around him, trying to comfort him. HAN LI. I froze in place. 
The examiner had called my name and it was my turn. 

ACCEPTANCE LETTER
 
 I was restless in class waiting for the results of 
Crossing Day. I checked my lessons screen over and over 
again hoping Ms. Ava would be waving an envelope in 
the corner, but no such luck. I looked down at my arms 
mutilated with blisters, welts, and scars. Euen wore long 
sleeves trying to cover the aftermath of Crossing, but I 
left the fruits of my labor exposed for everyone to see. 
Suddenly Ms. Ava started waving a black envelope back 
and forth, back and forth. I gave her a light tap and the 





black letter materialized into a stamp with 3 eyes and a 
flame. Underneath the emblem was a time, an address, 
and a sloppy signature, “ TDE”. The Dark Eyes. I glanced 
over at Euen. His eyes were glazed over, shoulders 
slumped. 

FIRST DAY
 
 It was 5:30 am, Euen and I walked together in 
silence toward our meeting point. I hadn’t slept much 
the night before in anticipation, but I still felt very alert, 
nervous about the first day. We passed quietly in the 
alleyways until we were met with a figure. The figure 
slowly, but purposefully stepped out of the shadows and 
said,
 “ Hi. I’m Cece. Congratulations on your first day.” 
She immediately turned around, leaving no room to 
respond, and began leading us through an unmarked 
door.  Cece had a short clean hair cut, a fair complexion, 
and had a faded blue line down the center of her bottom 
lip. She wore a fitted white body suit that had delicate 
red flowers embroidered around her wrists and ankles. 
She was pretty, but very cold. I stumbled behind her 
trying to keep up with her fast pace. We walked through 
a long tunnel dripping with dirty water, lined with rusty 
household products: toasters, microwaves, bikes and 
more. Eventually the tunnel opened into a large room. 
It was adorned in bright colors, detailed tapestries 
embroidered with old Taiwanese folk tales, and in the 
middle was a tall golden statue that resembled a giant 
gem, where we were all expected to turn our attention 
to. We were in the heart of the CCC. There were about 
50 other people in the room, each with skin wrinkled and 
creased by burns. Cece motioned for us to stand around 
the statue and so we gathered and waited. Suddenly, 
the statue began to a glow and a soft deep voice came 
booming from it. 





 “Welcome ladies and gentleman to the Dark Eyes. 
You have proven to be the most resilient, and the highest 
ranking of those that have participated in the Crossing. 
We are the humble men and women that serve the people. 
The Dark Eyes are a government faction that serves to 
protect and preserve the culture of Taiwan in Kaohsiung. 
The products created by people serve as mementos of the 
progression of our ever developing country. History is as 
we see it through the things we choose to keep.”
 Existing members of the Dark Eyes started passing 
out uniforms. Cece came up to me and Euen and handed 
us each two suits: One white and form fitting like the 
one she was wearing and the other, a dingy grey pair 
of coveralls with a patch on the breast. I shook out my 
coveralls to get a better look at the patch: “Perfumer”. 
 
HAN

 Culture. History. Respect. Honor. Protection. 
Everyday I recited those words to myself as I surveyed the 
town, spraying down old rusty metal objects stuffed into 
the crevices of the city. The job that was once the butt of 
all my jokes, had become an integral part of my life. It was 
important to be a Perfumer. It gave us the cover to survey 
the city undisturbed watching out for any lost items, and 
document the history that made our home the place it is 
today. I trudged forward hitting the checkpoints of my 
route in the Sinsing District in Kaohsiung. 
  
THE FIRE

 I was running as fast as I could toward the giant fire 
that licked at the edges of the Siaoyao Villa. I tried to pull 
the Coolant pellets out of my pocket hoping to be ready 
by the time I got there, but when I finally made it close 
enough the fire had gotten too big, and there was nothing 
left of the historic building except for black and grey ruins. 





I stood in front of the flame in disbelief, unsure what to do. 
A figure suddenly appeared right on the other side of the 
fire. All I could make out was some red embroidery. 

EUEN

 “Why do you even have those?” I said with 
confusion. Euen’s outstretched hand was filled with blue 
fire pellets. 
 “Do you want to try it with me?” He said. “ They 
burn hotter and longer than the one’s we used to use 
before our Crossing.”
 “The Crossing is over Euen! Why do you even want 
to play these childish games anymore? You’ve already 
proven your resilience. We’re not children anymore.” I 
yelled. I lunged forward to knock the pellets out of his 
hand. But Euen was faster than I was, he closed his hand 
shut and glared at me. Without saying another word, he 
left me standing there, confused and hurt. 

CECE

 Every week I had a scheduled check-in with Cece. 
We would talk about the previous week, make reports of 
any irregularities, and restock any materials we may need 
for the coming work week. After the Siaoyao Villa fire I 
ran back to our headquarters pinging Cece on the way. I 
barged into her office red faced and sweating. There stood 
Euen, his white bodysuit charred black, his face sullied 
with ashes, his hand outstretched. When Euen and I made 
eye contact, he quickly retracted his hand, gave Cece a 
quick bow and scurried out of the room. Cece looked at me 
inquisitively. 
 “ Hello Han. How can I help you?” She slowly closed 
her bottom drawer.





RED COALS

 There were mysterious fires that burned every other 
week from that point on. The city was catching on fire, and 
no matter how hard I worked and how I alert I was, I could 
never get to the fires in time. Building after building was 
destroyed and I felt like history was crumbling beneath 
my feet. I decided to visit the site of the first fire in the 
Singsing District, trying to get a better insight on why this 
was all happening. I walked through what was the left of 
the site, kicking up ashes as I walked. Suddenly my foot 
caught something in the rubble, and a large blue flame 
ignited, crawling up my leg incinerating my suit, burning 
my flesh. I immediately dropped to the ground trying 
to put out the fire, clenching my teeth, letting the ashes 
smother the flame. 

BLUE FIRE PELLETS

 “ Euan. Where did you get those blue pellets?” I 
demanded. He looked straight into my eyes trying to figure 
out what to say. “ Well? Tell me the truth!” Euan flopped 
down into a chair and slowly parted his lips.
 “ Han,” he said, “ do you remember how we used to 
be before the crossing?” I rolled my eyes at him.  
 “ Yeah. Young, restless, and stupid. Time seemed to 
stretch on forever and…” 
 “ Exactly!!” Euan exclaimed. “ Time seemed to 
stretch on forever… and here we are. Older, supposedly 
more mature, and full of responsibility. What do you think 
your job is here on this planet?” I looked Euan square in 
the eyes. 
 “My job is to help preserve the historical culture of 
Kaohsiung. So our people will be able to excel and grow 
from those that have laid the groundwork before us.” 
Euan scoffed. He pulled a blue pellet form his pocket and 
pressed it against his forearm. The flame exploded out of 



the marble and burned bright blue, a new scar waiting to 
form on top of all the old ones. 
 “ Have you seen a real fire burn Han? As long as 
it has fuel, shelter and oxygen, the fire can continue to 
burn on indefinitely. Kaohsiung is filled to the brim with 
garbage. Garbage from the past, a city frozen in time, a 
city filled with garbage.” I looked at his arm beginning to 
blister from the flame. 
 “ Did you do it Euan?” I asked hesitantly. 
Euan looked at me with sadness in his eyes. He pulled out 
another blue pellet and began to set his other arm on fire. 






