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ONE
“SIT DOWN, MS. KIM,” Dr. Marchant Lewis said.
Lois frowned slightly and then lowered herself into the chair he indicated.
Lewis was clad in a crisp white doctor’s smock that was at least two sizes too small for his great girth. Small plastic buttons strained to hold the garment across his belly. In the spaces between Lois could see the black T-shirt he wore.
When the big man looked down on Lois she shuddered inwardly.
Marchant smiled.
“Don’t be nervous,” he said. “It doesn’t hurt.”
With some effort, he walked around the table and took the seat across from her. As he wedged himself in a button popped off and struck Lois on the cheek.
“Oh,” she cried, half rising from her chair.
“Sit down, Lois,” he commanded in that rumbling low voice.
Lois regained her self-control and sat back.
On the table between them sat a sleek, silvery box about the size of the multimedia player that Lois had bought just that week. In the center of the glittering box was a red rectangular button, that was half the size of a matchbook and lit from underneath. Marchant depressed the button with a thick finger and two square plates shot out from either side, one for Marchant and the other for Lois. Each plate had a shallow, hand-shaped depression covering the most part of its surface area.
Marchant smiled and placed a mitt on his template. He indicated with a glance and a hand gesture that she should do the same with hers.
“Am I supposed to put my hand here?” she asked, stalling.
Marchant nodded. The fat of his face, Lois thought, made him look more like a grotesque baby than a grown man.
“What’s supposed to happen?” she asked with hardly a tremor in her voice.
“Exactly what I proposed to InterCyb,” Lewis said. “Through a noninvasive electronic medium I will be able to map the complete neuronal system of your hand, gauging the flow of stimuli with absolute accuracy.”
Kim stared at the colossus opposite her. She was made nervous, she knew, merely because of his size. Marchant Lewis was nearly seven feet tall and weighed, she’d been told by her boss, Ryan Lippmann, over five hundred pounds.
Big men had always frightened Lois—ever since childhood. But she knew that her fears were unfounded superstitions based on her own size and the bedtime stories her grandmother had told her when Lois visited her in Korea Town. The stories always had ogres that were as big as houses with obscene genitals and fingernails like claws … 
But those stories were for children.
Marchant Lewis was no ogre. He was the top neurophysicist in the nation; maybe in the entire world. The thesis for his Ph.D. from MIT was the complete mapping of the memory systems of pigeons, a revolutionary achievement for any biophysicist, comparable to the greatest scientific accomplishments in history. It was a coup for InterCybernetics International when Lois brokered the deal to hire him away from the government. She had to trust him; her future depended on the success of this man.
But still she hesitated.
“What will happen?” she asked. “Exactly.”
“Your hand will be drawn in and the Datascriber will begin its work.” Something about Lewis’s smile seemed threatening or maybe it was just that Lois could tell that he knew something that she did not.
“Will it hurt?”
“I sincerely doubt it.”
“I don’t really see why I have to do this,” Lois said, trying to keep the whine out of her voice.
“Somebody from management has to,” Marchant replied. “This technology is about tactile sensation. How can you justify the millions that you’ve put into my work if one of you doesn’t test it?”
Her hands clenched firmly together in her lap Lois Kim said, “That is precisely why I’m here, Dr. Lewis. Your method of farming out work to different unaffiliated labs makes it very difficult for us to judge your work—and its cost analysis.”
“You can’t judge without putting your hand on the template, Ms. Kim.”
There was nothing else for her to say. She’d put off this meeting for a month already and her boss was e-mailing her daily now wondering, forcefully, What is happening with the Lewis project? It was Labor Day Friday and she had plans with Grant, her boyfriend, to leave for Death Valley that afternoon.
Cautiously she laid her hand upon the template.
“Let the weight of your hand rest on it, dear,” the older man said.
The moment she let her forearm relax straps shot out from both sides of the plate looping and tightening over her hand, securing palm and fingers to the form made for them.
“What’s this?” Lois said, the hysteria fully formed in her words.
“Your hand has to be held completely motionless or the Datascriber won’t work. Relax, Ms. Kim. There’s absolutely nothing to worry about.”
While Marchant Lewis spoke Lois felt the insistent tug of the template pan as her hand was drawn into the silver box. She could feel her heart throbbing like that of a small, frightened animal. It was hard for her to catch her breath. A warm, viscous liquid oozed between her fingers.
Lois was ready to scream when she had the vision.
There was a long and very wide plain of green that spread out for what seemed to be many miles in front of her. This plain went on and on until it slammed into a slate-blue sky. A fluttering of red boomed above her head. She knew somewhere in a faraway place that this was just a redbird suddenly frightened and taken to wing. But in her heart this was an amazing event not unlike when the Lord spoke and life sprang from nothingness.

“Marky,” a woman’s voice called. “Marky.”
Lois cried for joy at the redbird and her mother’s call.
Mama never called me Marky, the distant thought chimed. But Lois didn’t care. She pressed her hands upon the green, green grass feeling every spiky blade against her tender palms. She heaved herself up making it to a wide-legged stance. A street appeared between the lawn and sky and a big maroon car zoomed past. Lois took in a deep breath hearing the growl of the car’s engine and her own breath simultaneously. She blew at the automobile’s red brake lights as it got smaller and quieter. She laughed—exultant at her own power.
Cars move due to the internal combustion engine, the faraway mind intoned.
“Marky,” Mother called from what seemed like very far away.
Lois spun around so quickly that she lost her balance and fell back onto the grass. The sudden motion of her body, the jumble of sky and green and street made for a joyous confusion that brought her to the edge of fear.
But then two huge black hands folded around her sides and Lois was suddenly like that redbird flapping her arms and legs in flight.
The broad brown-black face—Mama(?)—smiled, showing hungry teeth. Lois felt her bowels clench but she wasn’t embarrassed by the sensation.
“Marky,” the Woman said again.
“He’s a beautiful boy,” a deep voice boomed.
The Man standing next to the Woman scared and amazed Lois. This wasn’t Dada but still he kissed the Woman. He tried to do the same to Lois but she reared and slapped his big wet lips.
“Benny’s a friend, Marky,” the Woman said but Lois let fly a stream of curses that came out as one long unintelligible cry. Her bowels opened up and the redbird seemed to be flapping in her chest.
“Somebody needs changing,” Mama said and the world folded into flesh and the music of only the Woman’s voice and hands … 
*   *   *
WHEN LOIS KIM opened her eyes she was still sitting across the table from Dr. Lewis. His smile was beatific and she realized, with some surprise, that he no longer frightened her. She had momentarily lost track of where she was and then, with a sudden fright, she remembered the lashes that had trapped her hand. She yanked her arm back only to see that she had already been released. She felt for the oil that had covered her fingers but her skin was completely dry.
An illusion?
As if in answer to her unasked question Marchant held up his hand showing that it was coated with thick, brightly glistening fluid.
“Did you feel the oil on my hand?” he asked in the tone of a much younger man.
“Y-y-y-yes,” she stammered. “How did you do that?”
Marchant’s smile turned quizzical.
“That’s hard to explain,” he said. “As you know when nerves are excited they send an electric pulse down a conductor. This pulse transmits data that becomes the semblance of information in the brain.”
“I do have a degree in bioneurology, Dr. Lewis,” Lois said. The anger she felt also elated her. She was glad to be irate. The emotion somehow anchored her inside her own feelings.
“Yes, of course. That’s why I wanted you to come and be the first to experience my little device. That … and other reasons too, I guess.”
“What other reasons?”
Marchant smiled. He paused for a moment before speaking again.
“My research has found that when any nerve fires a tiny fraction of energy comes free and travels out of the body. This pulse has a very specific, if weak, signature. What my Datascriber does is read this signature, magnify it ten-thousand-fold, and transmit it to the waiting cells of another.”
Lois was astonished. She had expected to be presented with a binary chart mapping certain human nerve pulses and associating those excitations with general realms of sensation. It was the overall opinion of the scientific community that actual sharing of sensate experience was at least thirty years away.
“That’s incredible, Doctor,” she said.
“Did you feel the warm oil on my hand?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, definitely.”
“Then it has gone from the incredible to the commonplace.”
For a time they sat there in silence. Lois was trying to absorb the ramifications for InterCyb. This was completely new technology like the steam engine or the lightbulb. The Datascriber would put them in the position to bring in billions of euros on the open market. Her employee stock in the company would double in value within hours of the public announcement. All she had to do was call her immediate superior, Orlando Mimer, and … 
But if she did that Mimer would take all the credit. He’d go to Lippmann and together they would take the project from her. She’d be cut out of the loop after delivering the report. Lewis would be moved to the company’s labs in Mumbai and she would be transferred to some other project; a pat on the head and a ten-thousand-euro bonus would be the most that she could expect.
“Who else knows about the scope of your work, Doctor?” she asked.
“Only you, my dear Lois.”
She was taken slightly aback by his intimate tone but any eccentricities on Lewis’s part were negligible compared to the immensity of his discovery and her part in its development.
For a moment she was reminded of the vision she’d had, the child called Marky, but she dismissed this as an illusion brought on by unfounded fears.
“Maybe we should keep it to ourselves until…,” she said, “until I’ve had a chance to work out a strategy to approach the board with.”
“And why is that, Lois?” Marchant asked, a knowing smile on his dark bulbous face.
“Well,” Lois said, “there’s the question of the allocation of funds. We’re in the middle of an acquisition—Neurotel Techtronix—and of course there’s your position on the project.”
“My position? Why I’d be the chief scientist in charge of everything, wouldn’t I?”
“Yes. But InterCyb always assigns a team manager when they move to an A-level project—”
“A-level?”
“Yes. This is a giant breakthrough. It’s so big that there’s no telling who they might assign. And the team manager has more say over the project than even the chief scientist.”
“No,” Marchant Lewis said. “How can someone with lesser knowledge have more control than the inventor himself?”
Days later, thinking back on their discussion Lois realized that Marchant was having fun with her. But at the time she was so amazed by the magnitude of the invention that she missed the subtle change in his voice and the twinkle in his eye.
“It’s because their major concern is profit not the advancement of knowledge, per se. They’ll put somebody in to make sure that they have some toy on the market rather than a truly advanced system that will facilitate the shared human sensation that your project portends.” Lois stopped a moment, pretending to be overwhelmed by the possibilities when really she was just holding herself back so as not to overstate her position. “But if I work with you privately for the next few weeks we can … um, position the project so that you maintain control of its direction.”
While she spoke Dr. Lewis smiled down on Lois. His responses seemed to be more about what she was thinking than to her words. She felt like a child lying to her mother. The smiles seemed to say that the doctor knew what she was trying to get away with but also that it was okay—he still loved her.
Love? Why would she think about love talking to this hulking middle-aged man, this misanthrope?
“I’m sure you’ll do what’s best, Ms. Kim,” Marchant said in his slow ponderous voice. He folded his hands over his large stomach and smiled.
“So you’ll wait until I call before filing your monthly progress report?” she asked.
“If that is your advice.”
“It certainly is. There’s no reason to blunder ahead if you can get a better situation by taking the time to consider your position.”
Lois got to her feet and waited while Marchant shifted his bulk from between the arms of the chair. They stood there for an awkward moment, the black behemoth and the Korean doll.
“I should be going,” she said.
“I’ll be awaiting your call.”
Another moment of silence passed. Lois felt that the doctor’s intense gaze was burrowing into her soul.
“Good-bye,” she said, taking a step backward.
He nodded gracelessly and she turned away walking quickly through the door of his small rented lab. Just before she was off down the hall she heard him say, “You take care, Gooseberry.”



 
TWO
GOOSEBERRY? GOOSEBERRY? All the way home from Walnut Creek to her San Francisco apartment Lois tried to figure out why Marchant had called her that and where she’d heard the name before. As she parked her jade-green T-bird in the underground lot of the Los Palmas condo complex she mouthed the name, seeking, in vain, to remember having heard it or of using it herself.
She packed her travel bag trying to remember as she looked out of her picture-perfect bedroom window on the Golden Gate Bridge.
The fog was coming in. It almost always was, though it rarely arrived.
Gooseberry?
*   *   *
“HE CALLED YOU Blueberry?” Grant Tillman asked.
Even in the driver’s seat Lois could see that he was tall and slender. Grant was handsome with roguish auburn hair that had just a hint of gray at the temples. He had played semiprofessional tennis during his undergraduate years at Yale and worked as an Antarctic Circle tour guide in the summers. At twenty-three he had started his own software design company making a fortune utilizing Indian programmers to code specialized designs for Russian companies trying to crack Chinese and European markets.
“Gooseberry,” Lois said, from the passenger’s seat of Grant’s Ford Explorer.
They were hurtling down the highway toward Hell’s Resort, the world’s only six-star spa located in the center of Death Valley.
“I’ve heard that Marchant Lewis is very, um, eccentric,” Grant said.
His voice thrilled Lois with its musical tenor. Even in her distraction she was attracted to the adventurous forty-year-old with the young man’s face. This allure wasn’t so much sexual as it was a feeling of security, of being sheltered, protected.
“What are you doing with him?” Grant asked.
“Just having a few preliminary talks. What have you heard about him?”
“I had a friend, just a classmate really, named Tom Alex. He worked for Lewis one summer. He said that Marchant was a fanatic, said he’d flagellate himself when he made a mistake.”
“Flagellate?”
“Yeah. Whip his own back with actual thornbushes. And if you worked with him you had better not fuck up. Tom said he once saw him throw a woman lab assistant across the room.”
“He must have just pushed her,” Lois said even though she believed the story, somehow knew it was true.
Outside the SUV window night had stolen upon the landscape and the desert sky was hung with tens of thousands of stars.
“That’s what I said when he told me,” Grant replied. “But Tom said no. Marchant actually picked her up and threw her. She landed right on her butt, had to go to the emergency room.
“But the crazy thing was that when the woman got out of the hospital, instead of suing the asshole, she came back and apologized. Then she begged him not to fire her…”
Grant said more but his words faded into the sound of waves breaking on a shore somewhere in Lois’s mind. Her nostrils filled with the scent of salt air. A buoy clanged in the distance and then a foghorn sounded … 
“Did you hear that?” she said.
“What?”
“A horn. A foghorn.”
“This is a desert, silly,” Grant said with a chuckle. “I was saying that Tom told Marie that she should…”
“Who’s Marie?”
“I told you already. She was the lab assistant that Lewis threw across the room because her calculations were off by a one-millionth count.”
“What was wrong with that?” Lois asked. She was feeling off balance as if she were on a boat looking up at those stars.
“Aren’t you listening to me, honey?” Grant asked the beautiful Korean woman.
“Sorry,” she said. “Looking at the sky made me a little dizzy. There’s so many stars … But really, what were you saying?”
“Tom took Marie out to have a drink and tried to get her to press charges against Lewis.”
“But she’d already apologized for her mistake,” Lois said, again distracted and off balance. “Why would she want to press charges?”
“Because he threw her,” Grant said. “You don’t think that’s all right do you?”
Lois turned to her lover trying to see past the feeling of a sea cruise in the middle of the desert. She had loved Grant in a staid kind of way. Had loved? Yes. The infatuation was over.
“Honey, what’s wrong?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I mean of course it’s crazy to let somebody treat you like that. Tom should have gone to the human resources office himself. I mean an attack, physical or emotional, on any member of the team affects everyone.”
“That’s my girl,” Grant said. “Tom told Lewis off when he quit and all the guy did was grin at him. He didn’t get mad or anything. Later on, when Lewis left the university for a government job, Marie went with him. She left the university, didn’t even finish her degree.”
“Well she didn’t come with him to InterCyb,” Lois said, feeling as if she had just returned from a long journey somewhere … else.
*   *   *
LATER THAT NIGHT they were in bed under the skylight of the penthouse suite of Hell’s Resort. Beneath those stars Lois felt that gentle rocking sensation again. When, by accident, Grant’s baby finger flicked across her breast the nipple became immediately erect and she gasped. The room was dark and the young Korean felt a grin, a leer spread across her face. She got up on her knees and reached out for his penis. When his boxers got in the way she groaned yanking on the elastic and pulling the shorts down to the middle of his thighs.
“Watch out, Lo,” he said. “You don’t have to be so rough.”
Lois only heard the thread of excitement in his tone. She wasn’t listening to his words.
She’d never really liked sex as much as her girlfriends said they did. Men seemed to expect so much from her. She had to please them and at the same time act as if she was jumping out of her own skin with joy. They wanted to feel her orgasms when, though she sometimes did feel something, it was never on the scale of their passions. This was why she liked Grant in bed. For all his height and strength, his wealth and beauty, Grant had an exceptionally small penis. He wouldn’t take off his boxers until he was ready to enter her and she could tell that he felt inadequate. In bed he was shy and never crowed or looked at her like she was supposed to be feeling something profound.
But that night, with the imagined boat rocking and buoys cheering and the foghorn calling her name in a deep tone that sent chills down her spine and thighs, Lois grabbed on to Grant’s erection like it was very thick and long and she desired him as no one she had ever known. She moaned at his masculine power and grunted when taking it into her mouth.
Grant groaned in pleasure but Lois heard Marchant Lewis’s voice. It was Marchant who urged her on, Marchant who told her to come.
She was on top of him, her thighs aching from lifting and falling on his huge thing. She felt the hint of a real orgasm, her first while actually having intercourse, and then Grant/Marchant called her name but he was inside her mind and not outside on the bed. It started at the center of her being like a fist tightening, drawing together the net that comprised all the fibers of her being. This tightening clenched her fingers and toes. She felt that she was collapsing into that one center when suddenly everything exploded outward. She shouted and barked trying to get her mouth around a name. Her thighs slammed harder and harder against the body lying beneath her. And he was yelling something but she couldn’t make it out over the sound of her own voice.
*   *   *
IN THE DREAM she was still rocking. Her grandfather, who spoke very little English, had baited her hook with cheese and she dropped the line into the waters of Lake Tahoe from the side of the rowboat they’d rented. The dawn was a sapphire herald of the sun’s hidden blaze. The air was brisk and mist rose from the lake’s surface like weightless vipers shimmying in the air.
“What will we catch, Grandfather?” the child asked in broken Korean.

“Baby dragons maybe,” the elder Kim speculated.
His skin was a combination of bronze and gold coloring and he smelled like the vitamin bottle on the shelf above the sink at her house. His smile beamed at her and she giggled.
“There’s no dragons in the lake,” she said in English.
“Shhh, Gooseberry, you’ll scare them away.”
Lois’s eyes shot open, immediately she was wide awake and trembling. Marchant had no way of knowing her grandfather’s pet name for her. She hadn’t remembered it herself for years.
It was just a coincidence, she told herself. Things like that happen all the time.
Lois closed her eyes but try as she might she couldn’t get back to sleep. Behind closed eyes she saw the black boy in the grass and felt the ocean rocking beneath her. She remembered making love to Marchant—no, no, to Grant … 
Lois got out of bed and turned on the light.
For once Grant was naked in his sleep. There were six dark bruises on his tanned chest; places where she had bitten and sucked while humping him. His testicles looked bloated, swollen from her desire, but his member had shrunk down to the size of a tiny mushroom cap.
Hardly thinking, Lois took Grant’s keys from the pants that were neatly folded on the bench at the foot of their bed. He always killed time folding his clothes while undressing. This she remembered fondly, as if thinking about a lover from many years before.
She went out to the SUV with her suitcase and, at four in the morning, began the long drive back to the Bay Area.



 
THREE
WHEN SHE WAS nearing
San Francisco she called the twenty-four-hour InterCyb hotline, gave her identity code and password, then asked for Marchant Lewis’s home address.
She drove home, showered, ate, and then napped for an hour or so. She dressed in a dark blue pantsuit that she wore for important meetings and then drove to the address the hotline had given her.
Grant had called twice but she did not answer.
At 3:00 P.M. she was standing at Lewis’s front door.
It was a big, rambling wood house on Bearclaw Court in Oakland. Three stories high it loomed darkly over the unkempt yard. The grass was high and half dead. Three American-made junk heaps were parked in the driveway. There were children’s toys and half-empty bottles of beer on the weather-worn porch.
What am I doing here? Lois thought.
For the first time she was resisting the powerful pull that drew her to the mad scientist’s doorstep.
She had it in her mind to turn away, to go back to the stolen SUV, call Hell’s Resort and somehow explain to Grant her actions. She had almost convinced herself to do so when the front door of the ramshackle house came open.
A young white woman stood there. Lois registered the girl’s race because the neighborhood was mostly black and this young woman’s pale skin, blue eyes, and blond hair definitely seemed out of place.
“Marie?” Lois said.
“Lois,” the petite blonde replied.
“How?” The word came out of Lois’s mouth but she didn’t know which question to ask.
How did she know with such certainty that this was the same Marie that Grant’s friend Tom had said Marchant had thrown across the room? How did Marie know Lois? How did Marie know that Lois was at the front door?
“I was looking out for you,” Marie said. “Come in and we’ll answer all of your questions … in time.”
The girl wore a simple yellow dress that clung to her child’s figure.
Lois noticed a slight limp in Marie’s gait as she followed the girl into the house. She knew that this would be a lifelong reminder of the time, when in a rage, Marchant Lewis had thrown her across a room. But even though she felt as if she could remember Marie’s pain she also knew that the young student bore no ill will toward, or fear of, the doctor. In Lois’s heart Marie understood Marchant so deeply, with such intimacy that it was a feeling much stronger and more undeniable than love. It was, by far, the most powerful emotion that Lois had ever experienced.
Lois shook her head in an attempt to clear her mind of these imaginings. She didn’t know Marie. All these notions were just fantasies. She was tired. She had been working too hard. That was it. She knew that Marchant had bedazzled a student named Marie and that she had left the university to follow him. It was simply an unconscious connection.
And Marchant was sure to have told his student about Lois. After all, the InterCyb connection had given him a great deal of money.
Trying to distract herself from worry Lois glanced around the room they entered. There were couches and tables set in odd proximity about the large space. Against the wall to her left, on a polelike stand, stood a big-screen TV. It was tuned to a news show but the volume was off. The huge face of a tan-skinned red-lipped woman was relating some story that was meant to be lent gravity by her serious demeanor.
There was litter on the floor; discarded papers, dust, a few children’s toys, crumbs, and other unrecognizable orts. There was the scent of sweet fruit rot permeating the air and even through her shoes Lois could feel the grit that covered the unswept floor.
In the center of the far wall was the outline of a walled up fireplace with a mantel above. Upon this mantel sat a very large and furry white cat. The round green eyes stared at Lois with almost human curiosity.
They entered a long dark hallway. After a few paces a lump against the wall leaped up and scurried away down the passage. It was an extremely thin dog. Because of the darkness Lois couldn’t make out the breed.
The only light came from up ahead. It was a narrow passageway. For a moment the hysteria of claustrophobia pressed in upon her. The young scientist-turned-techno-manager concentrated on the yellow of Marie’s dress. Marie? She seemed so familiar … 
The kitchen and dining area they came to was filled with sunlight. Three of the walls were almost all windows; foot-square panes latticed by thin strips of green. The room and the light exhilarated the science broker. It was, once again, as if there was a concrete memory of something she did not know, could not have known.
Three people were sitting on different sides of a perfectly square dark wood kitchen table. One was an orangish brown-skinned man who had a broad face and a big smile. A blazing blue sun was tattooed around his left eye. He pressed his lips together and then grinned for Lois.
“Everybody, this is Lois Kim,” Marie said. “Lois this is Javier…”
The broad-faced Hispanic man, who was maybe thirty, held up both hands as if in surrender. On his palms were tattooed twin images of Christ, each wearing a bloody crown of thorns and looking up toward the tips of Javier’s thumbs.
“Hola.”
“… and this is Frank,” Marie continued, gesturing toward a pencil-thin white man who wore a blue-and-white pinstriped seersucker suit, a pink shirt, and yellow tie. His mustache was no more than three hairs in width.
“Hi,” Frank said, surprising Lois with the friendliness of his smile.
“… and this is Cosette,” Marie said completing the introductions.
Sitting two feet back from the table the nut-brown Arab girl wore nothing. No older than seventeen, she was hugging her left knee up to her breast exposing a thick swath of curly pubic hair revealing only the faintest outline of her labia and thumb-thick clitoris. After she smiled her greeting she sniffed as if taking an olfactory interest in the newcomer.
The three had been drinking coffee, or maybe tea. They didn’t seem to have been talking or reading or in any other way occupying themselves.
The men showed no interest in Cosette’s nudity. As a matter of fact none of the three evinced much interest in anything. This indifference brought a low-level panic into the center of her chest. Lois wanted to run but steeled herself. She was already there and needed answers from Marchant Lewis.
“This way,” Marie said. She was going out a glass door that, before it was open, was indistinguishable from the wall that held it.
Lois followed the lame blond waif out the door and down a steep stairway that led into a large flower garden of great beauty.
There were roses of all colors and peonies, irises, birds-of-paradise, dahlias, and a dozen other varieties of blossoms both big and small, bright or subdued. Lois marveled at the fact that the flowers weren’t segregated into sections but that they mixed together in lovely profusion. It struck her that this garden was the counterpoint to the dilapidated exterior of the property and the disheveled living room and kitchen that served as her introduction to Marchant Lewis’s home.
They followed a path of slate stones that curved through the large garden until bringing them to an ivy-covered brick wall. In the center of this wall was an oaken door bound by iron bands. Lois expected Marie to use the wrought-iron goat’s head knocker at the center of the door but instead the girl just pushed it open.
Passing into the room Lois was suddenly aware of silence. She realized that there had been the sound of running water in the garden; maybe a fountain or some irrigation system.
The room was a dim, vast library, the size of a single-story, one-family house—if that house was comprised of only one room. The floor was dark oak as were the bookshelves that covered each wall from that dark floor to the radiant blue ceiling above.
Here and there about the room were circular tables of varying sizes. The larger tables had three or four chairs around them while the smaller ones had only one. The furniture was also made from dark oak.
The library was immaculately clean. The floors were swept, mopped, and recently waxed and the shelves were dust free. And the books … passing by one shelf Lois noticed that the tomes were arranged by order of their titles.
At the back of the room stood an ivory-colored desk; behind this sat Marchant Lewis in an ornately carved red lacquer throne. As Lois approached him she felt the dread in her chest transform into a thrill. The only light in the room came from a globular paper lamp suspended on Lewis’s left. This singular source of illumination gave her the impression of walking out of the night into day.
“Ms. Kim,” Marchant and Marie said together.
Marie backed away as Lois approached the big white desk.
“What have you done to me, Dr. Lewis?” Lois asked.
The closing of the door sounded behind, indicating Marie’s departure.
“I’m glad you came,” Marchant said. His smile seemed to struggle with a great weight. “Please have a seat.”
There was a bench to Lois’s left. It might have been a piano bench if it hadn’t been painted a garish orange. She glanced at the seat and then back to Lewis.
“What have you done to me?” she asked again.
“Sit and I will tell you everything.” His ponderous smile warmed a place in Lois’s heart. Suddenly she felt at ease as if having returned home after a long and bitter absence.
She sat, perching at the edge of the orange bench.
She wanted to ask the question again but something inhibited her. Marchant smiled seemingly happy just to be looking upon Lois.
“The books,” she said lamely.
“What about them?”
“They look to be in order by title.”
Marchant nodded.
“Why is that?” Lois asked.
For a moment Marchant got that perplexed look on his face that Lois felt she had always known. He knew the answer but words were a bother to him.
Finally he said, “Human beings are not only separated by their names. Their sexes and races and languages all conspire to keep them from each other. Their skin and bones and brains and dreams are all so separate, distinct.” He said this last word with disgust. “But we … we are all one organism, one singular journey through time and space. Our legacy is one of unity regardless of how we feel or pray or die. To list books by the author’s name or epoch or even by subject or appropriateness is to limit our oneness, our true selves. If I had my way a library would be one huge book that grew and grew.”
Lois was stunned by the vehemence of the neurologist’s reply. But even more she felt the echoes of these same sentiments in her mind. She turned her head to look at the books, expecting something transcendent in their being.
“Do you remember that bench?” Marchant asked.
The question went off like a concussion in Lois’s mind turning her away from the dark library. Yes. This was the bench that her grandfather made for her when she resisted taking piano lessons. It is a princess’s throne, he had told her.
The excitement of the five-year-old girl shot through her arms and legs and she had to hold back from jumping up and laughing. Regaining control of her feelings she remained on the bench quietly remembering a time when she was a princess.
“What have you done to me?”
“I promised InterCybernetics a device that could, without invasion, provide a full mapping of the nervous structure of the human hand, any human hand,” the scientist rumbled. “Suffice it to say that I have made good on that promise. Indeed I have isolated the energy signature of every possible neuron in the human system … also in dogs and cats, pigs, and even coyotes.”
“The full range?”
“Full range,” Lewis said with a curt nod.
“That’s way, way beyond our current capabilities.”
“You sure about that, Gooseberry?”
“How do you know that name?”
“I know it because I have been inside your mind as you have been in mine. At least…” He stalled, thinking. “At least we have had a glimpse of each other.”
“What are you saying?” Lois wanted to scream, to leap up and run from the room. Marchant’s intimacy, which at first put her at ease, now horrified her.
“With the money your company has given me I have created a new era for humankind. All previously held concepts of life on Earth have been irrevocably altered. We have gone from the monadic oppression in the age of society to the new world of the universal collective.”
“What are you talking about?” Lois shouted. “What does any of that have to do with my dreams? With this chair?”
“Everything, my dear Gooseberry,” Marchant said, his grin beaming from ear to ear.
“Don’t call me that!”
Lois jumped to her feet, her fists up, her muscles singing with the desire to attack.
“Calm yourself, my dear Ms. Kim. Please … sit. I know that it’s a lot to digest. And I apologize that I couldn’t tell you when you came to my lab yesterday. But I needed an ally and from our research you were one of the few likely candidates that could both survive and appreciate the Co-mind.”
“What? What Co-mind?”
Marchant smiled again and for a moment a vision flashed in Lois’s mind … She was peering into a mirror, at the reflection of Marchant as a young man. Corpulent even then, he radiated the confidence and good health of youth. Lois realized then that the man sitting before her was ill … very ill.
“For a brief instant,” Marchant said, as if continuing an old conversation, “our minds traveled on a single pathway. Our memories merged. Our hearts knew the same passions.”
“How is that possible? No. What do you mean something that I could survive? Was my life in danger when I put my hand in that damned machine?”
With the slightest shrug of his left shoulder Marchant said, “I don’t believe so. You have a very high IQ with a stable and quite confident sense of self. These traits put you above a ninety percent possibility for the Co-mind.”
“Ninety percent?”
“Yes,” he said, “but it is more than that. Because of my … the way I’m different, I can read into people. I can see their psychic potentials. I glean this knowledge from their eyes and the way they hold themselves. It’s very hard to explain but I knew that you would be a perfect subject.”
“Subject?”
Marchant raised his bulk and came around to stand before her, over her.
He held out a hand.
In her mind she had no intention of accepting the gesture. But her hand, seemingly of its own accord, eagerly grasped and caressed his thick brown fingers.
At first touch she was shocked down to a place that she’d not known before—what she would later come to know as the core of her psychic being. There was … a space … like a field of white light where only she and the doctor existed. Behind the light, underneath its halcyon glow there was a new, exciting, frightening, incredible world.
Then Lois Kim’s hand was holding on to a light that connected her to a place where Marchant Lewis, fat and naked, was swimming in the Winooski River south of Burlington, Vermont. He walked out of the water with a full erection. The young white woman standing next to him said, “What’s that?”
Marchant, again in the white space, said, “I’ve always been unable to repress my sexuality, at least before I joined the Co-mind.”
Lois wanted to ask what he meant but she found that she didn’t know how to speak in this place. Tears came to her eyes with a feeling of compassion for the young Lewis. She felt his yearning and his fear. She also felt him as a memory, her own memory, and then she was overcome by an uncontrollable urge to merge with him. She reached out to touch his bulbous arm.
*   *   *
SHE WAS IN a small hut in a village somewhere in the Korean countryside. A white man in a U.S. soldier’s uniform was lying on the wood floor, bleeding. A man and woman hovered above him speaking in Korean. Lois heard them as if they were speaking English.
“We should kill him,” the woman was saying, “then cut him up and put him out for the hogs to eat. If they think we’re giving him shelter…”
“No. No. It will curse us,” the old man said.
The soldier was talking too but Lois couldn’t understand him even though she knew he was speaking English.
When she looked closely she realized that her mind could not translate his features into a picture. She was looking into his face but it refused to coalesce into an image.
“That’s because,” Marchant said bringing her back to the white space where they both floated in the heavenly light, “it isn’t your memory but your father’s. It’s a story he told you. You created the whole narrative but the faces are still unknown. You can see that the images of your grandparents’ faces are of them in their elder years when you knew them…”
Lois was back in the hut. The soldier had died and the faces of the young peasants were indeed old and wrinkled.
“Oh my God!” Lois screamed.
She yanked her hand away from Lewis and fell from the orange bench onto the floor. There she curled up into a ball, rocking herself on the dark wood.
“Lois.”
“Don’t touch me!”
“You’ve had enough for now, my dear,” Marchant crooned. “Frank and Javier will come take you to your room. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
Lois felt exhaustion working through her muscles. She imagined sleep, ached for it.
“Yes please,” she said and a world of light somewhere faded into the blissful darkness of the vast reaches of space.



 
FOUR
SHE WOKE UP once in the middle of the night. The bed was soft and the blankets kept her cozy and warm in the chilly room. She remembered the hallucinations from Marchant Lewis’s electric touch. But that didn’t seem so important now. She considered getting up and leaving but where would she go? What could she tell Grant, or anyone else for that matter?
Who would protect her if the visions came back? Who would believe her?
“In the morning,” she said to herself, “I will sit down with Dr. Lewis and find out how to reverse the symptoms of his machine. Then we’ll bring his discovery to the InterCyb board and I will become the team manager.”
With a plan in mind Lois felt in control again. She turned over on her left side and settled, breathing in the slightly moldy air of the old wood house.
Her sleep wasn’t deep but more like a very satisfying nap. Many of her dreams included the memories of Marchant, however this no longer seemed strange to her. Lewis’s mind didn’t vie for her emotions. He was more like a book she picked up, reading a few pages before putting it down again.
“Autism,” a voice said while Marky was looking up at his mother’s stern face, “can come in various levels of severity and type.”
“An’ you sayin’ that my son got it?” Renda Lewis asked, or maybe challenged.
“We believe so,” the young white doctor said, his voice affecting a removed professional air.
Marchant saw a multicolored plastic cube sitting on the doctor’s desk.
“An’ how much do the medicine for it cost?” Renda asked, her face set hard against the answer.
“You don’t understand, Renda—”
“Mrs. Lewis.”
“Mrs. Lewis, autism is a condition not a disease to be cured with medicines or procedures. There may come a time when he’ll need therapy to correct or enhance his behavior.”
“Marky is a well-behaved boy, Doctor, you bettah believe that.”
“Fixed it, Mama,” Marky said.
“Hush.”
“But I fixed it,” the boy said again. “I fixed it, fixed it, fixed it.”
“Marchant,” Renda Lewis said in her commanding voice.
The boy went suddenly quiet because he was well aware of the anger in his mother’s tone.
He put the plastic toy back on the doctor’s desk, catching the white man’s attention. Dr. Bernard picked up the perfectly completed Rubik’s Cube and turned it around in his hand.
“Doctor?” Renda Lewis said.
Instead of answering the man started twisting the plastic box this way and that corrupting the perfect sides of color. Lois could feel the bottled-up anger in Marchant. He was on the verge of tears when Bernard handed the toy back to him.
Through Lewis’s eyes Lois could see the colors: where they sat and where they might be; the path they could take for unity. One twist, two, three … thirteen deft turns and all the little squares were in order again.
“See? I fixed it, Mama.”
He can see into the mind the way he saw where those colors belonged, Lois thought. He intuits how it works by looking. That’s why he understands so much.
The dream passed into other strange tableaus that she did not understand. There was the sound of panting and a full moon up above. Someone, a large brown woman, was prattling away in French; Lois understood about every fourth word.
At some point she became aware that pitch darkness had entered her mind. She was in a place where no light had ever shown.
Threshold, she thought.
“Hey you, new girl,” someone hissed.
Against the screen of black stood the young Hispanic man from the day before. Javier. He was wearing drab green trousers and a white T-shirt, black-and-white sneakers and the tattoos of twin Jesuses now in the center of his forehead.
“What are you doing in here?” Lois asked.
“In where?”
Lois turned to look at her bed but all that was there was an endless, depthless night.
“We’re in your mind, at least a little bit we are,” the young man said. “It’s me here because I was the first one in the kitchen to see you. The doc says that you always choose one as the host and the rest are just storages. Usually it’s the very first one you see so it coulda been him or maybe Marie. But I guess you liked my tats or somethin’.”
“Where are we?” Lois asked.
“I already told you. We’re in your head, your brain.”
“Am I hooked up to that machine again?” Lois asked, icy fingers grasping at her heart.
“No, man,” Javier said. “I’m in your head. When you and the doctor linked up everyone he has in him was transferred to you. Not all of us but enough so that we could talk if you want. Me, Marie, Frankie, and Lana. It’s kinda like we just met or somethin’, like somebody you know only not so well.”
“All of you?” Lois asked imagining the Mexican’s body crammed into her skull. A claustrophobic panic rose in her body and mind.
“Come on,” Javier replied, “I’ll show you.”
He grabbed her hand and a pinwheel of light transformed the darkness … 
… into a small traveling carnival in a desert town somewhere south of Palm Springs. Javier was holding Lois’s hand and they were running through a large crowd of mostly Mexican families. She and Javier were small children moving fast and giggling.
“Come on!” the boy shouted, not in English.
Lois began laughing but there was nothing funny going on.
The next thing she knew they were sitting side by side in the front car of a wooden roller coaster, climbing slowly to the top of a large dip. Javier’s heart was beating fast. It was as if his heart and hers were one. When they reached the crest the car stopped for a moment and then with impossible velocity they fell down the nearly vertical tracks. They screamed together. The scene blurred out now and again and when it came into focus they were, once more, at the top of the crest just about to fall.
Lois saw that her hands were brown like Javier’s.
Images faded into bright colored blurs and then came together again and again in different scenes of the carnival. The darkness from the first dream had backed off into the distance but it was still there; it was always there.
They found themselves at the top of the Ferris wheel where they stopped somewhere near the top. Javier turned to Lois and said, “Kiss me, Katarina. Kiss me hard.”
“I’m not Katarina,” Lois said gently.
The darkness had covered the sky above them but now it was domed in stars. It was so beautiful and Lois felt profound gratitude for being taken to such a place that she’d never been but still it thrummed inside her.
“But you look like her,” Javier said.

“Only because you want me to.” Lois knew that this was not strictly true. She was aware in some barely conscious place in her mind that she could turn back into her physical form at any time.
“Katarina said no to me at the top of the night,” Javier said. “She told me that she loved Miguel and that she wouldn’t kiss me.”
Lois could see that it was all true. She felt Javier’s jilted pain and relented, leaning into his boyish kiss. It felt sweet but what really moved her was the relief in the boy’s soul. She smiled realizing that he was holding back from touching her budding breasts because he had only asked for a kiss.
After a long moment she pulled away from the smiling teenager.
“You were a boy when we got on this ride,” she said.
“A boy grows up.”
“I could stay here forever,” Lois said, smiling and taking young Javier by both hands.
“We can stay as long as you want,” Javier replied.
The carnival faded away completely, except for the high car on the Ferris wheel and what looked like every star in the Milky Way hovering above them.
“How are we here?” Lois/Katarina asked.
“When you connected with the doctor through the machine,” Javier, now the tattooed man, said, “a small part of my character and personality and memories, the important ones, copied into a space in your brain.”
“Copied?”
“Yeah. You know most of the brain is functional, not unique. The ability to speak a language takes up much more space than the language itself. The person you are—the nuances and attitudes are almost nothing. Marchant says that a normally functioning brain can contain fifty thousand personalities and all of their most important memories.”
“So if you’re copied,” Lois (not Katarina) asked, “then can you be erased?”
“Are you tired of me already?”
The sadness in Javier was vast. It was like being brought to the edge of a chasm of infinite blackness. She realized then that erasing Javier would be tantamount to murder.
“What’s your level of education, Javier?”
“I dropped out of high school but I hadn’t even passed one class since the eighth grade.”
“But you can speak so eloquently and technically.”
“When I merged with Dr. Lewis and Marie I learned much of what they know. At night, in my sleep, they explain to me how things work. And I show them stuff too.”
“Like the carnival?”
“And gang fights and cops and teachers that don’t give a shit ’bout no beaner.”
Lois felt the young man’s humiliation and anger but she was so close to it that it seemed familiar enough not to be overwhelming.
“Did you teach them how to speak Spanish?” she asked.
“There is the one language and there are the many,” he said in an odd tone. “Spanish or English or French could fit in a thimble but the One Tongue could occupy every star above your head.”
“I don’t understand,” Lois said.
“You need sleep, Gooseberry,” Javier replied. “Come see me tomorrow night if you want to. Maybe then we can talk about languages and all the pieces of people, and others, you contain.”
And even though Lois wanted to talk more under the desert skies she felt the psychic tableau fading. Slowly the night turned into another kind of darkness and the dreams settled into dust upon a vast, unseen desert floor.



 
FIVE
WHEN LOIS AWOKE she felt better, more optimistic than she could ever remember. The sun through her window seemed full of promise. She was naked in the small single bed and her clothes were folded on a wooden chair that sat beneath the glowing windowpane. The sunlight over the chair and her polka dot dress made her laugh out loud. She wondered if Javier and Frank had undressed her but nakedness didn’t seem so important anymore. She could list a hundred important things, habits, attitudes, tastes about Javier and if she tried she knew that she could do the same with Frank and Marie, Marchant and Cosette.
Lois pulled on her dress without worrying about the underwear. She went into the creaking hall, stopped to urinate in the toilet two doors down, and then descended two flights into the living room noticing, almost without registering, that the floors were picked up and cleaned.
In the kitchen dining room she found the whole family sitting around the breakfast table. Marchant was laughing, smoking a cigarette. Cosette was still naked and Frank was flipping pancakes on a griddle that was large enough to cover two burners of the stove.
“Marie saw how you looked at the rooms,” Cosette said, “and we realized that we haven’t been very neat lately. Sometimes we sit around for days following mental paths instead of physical ones.”
“That is our greatest obstacle,” Frank said, not looking at her.
The Arab-French girl was gazing into Lois’s eyes with gray orbs. She was beautiful Lois thought—but wild, a voice in her mind whispered.
“Good morning,” Marchant hailed looking up from the curling blue and white smoke of his cigarette. “Come sit with me and together we will plan the overthrow of the world.”
Lois shuddered but still moved to sit next to the five-hundred-pound scientist.
“Que pasa, chica?” Javier said with a familiar twinkle in his eye.
Lois understood that this wasn’t exactly her Javier but she felt a tenderness toward him anyway.
“Are you autistic?” Lois asked Marchant. She’d made up her mind on the way downstairs to be blunt with the mad scientist. Otherwise he’ll get all slippery.
“I was,” he said carefully and with emphasis. “And in some ways I still am. Did we visit in your dreams?”
“I did have a dream. You were in a doctor’s office. Your mother wanted you to be treated, to be cured. But the doctor said that you suffered from autism.”
“Bernard,” Marchant said. “Dr. Bernard. He took me on as a patient after I did all his puzzles. I had a handicap and a genius and he wanted to map out the relationship between the two.”
“And so he helped you become a neurologist?”
“Yes. I followed him to Stanford and became his assistant. Later on I surpassed him and began to do research on my own.”
“Mapping the brain.”
“Creating the Love Machine.”
“Love Machine?”
“What else would you call it?” Lewis asked. “After just a minute of our connection I am closer to you than I ever was with my own mother.”
Cosette came over and sat on Lois’s lap, her gray eyes staring into the Korean’s.
Odors assailed the science broker, bodies and streets, flash rainstorms and lightning. Cosette smiled and her eyes went wide with anticipation.
“Come to my room after you’re finished with the fat man,” the Arab teenager said. “I will show you how to play.”
With that she hopped up and ran from the room. No one called after her or even seemed to register the behavior as odd.
“The world,” Lewis said.
Frank, wearing a pink-and-white seersucker suit today, placed a plate of pancakes down for each of them.
He didn’t say anything, didn’t introduce the food or encourage them to eat while it was hot. Looking at the thin white man Lois realized that he had never cooked before coming to World’s End … World’s End, she mused. The end of the world, the name of this house. The falling of the individual into a mass of histories, destroying what went before. This was the point from which the biblical flood issued where Ghengis Kahn gathered his armies; this was the dream of madmen and popes, and mad popes … Lois came back to the notion that Marie was the cook in the house but anyone there could fulfill her role because they held her in their hearts or, more accurately, their minds.
Marchant was enjoying his third mouthful when Lois came back to the room she was in. Her mind, she realized, had floated off into the possibilities … no, no, the realities shared between the people there and another who, though not known, crowded at the outer edge of her consciousness.
“Have you read the works of Lewis Mumford?” Marchant asked Lois.
“The social historian and theorist,” she said feeling vast and alone but not lonely or adrift.
“He followed the impact of technology on mankind, humankind if you will. He could explain to you how the advent of an innocuous invention like a certain kind of screw might be the tipping point for vast revolutionary changes in a hitherto stable society. Royal families torn down, political and social relationships completely altered after centuries of so-called social stability.”
“I’ve read his work on the city through history,” she said and then it came to her that Frank was a gambler; that he spent long days at the racetrack and night after night at card tables and before roulette wheels.
“Albert Einstein,” Marchant said, “delivers a letter of warning to Franklin Delano Roosevelt revealing the possibility of a nuclear chain reaction and then, years later, he laments his role in the creation of the nuclear age.”
“Science and society have a crazy unpredictable relationship,” Lois said. “I often think that what I may be doing has more to do with profit than a better life for people.”
“And poverty and crime and ignorance and prisons and indiscriminate unfulfilled desires,” Marchant added. “We, scientists, are like capricious gods creating one Pandora’s box after another and placing them before fools without giving them even the chance of a warning. Scientists are the greatest criminals in the modern world.”
Marie and Javier were sitting right across from them, holding hands and reading a huge tome, eating pancakes with odd expressions on their faces—each genuinely influenced by the other.
“What’s your point?” Lois asked.
“From mustard gas,” Lewis said, “to the hydrogen bomb.”
“You might as well blame an electron for its nucleus,” Lois replied, the sarcasm in her voice was both alien and familiar to her.
Marchant laughed loudly but that didn’t disturb Marie and Javier. Together they turned a page in the big book.
“But, my dear,” Marchant said, still chortling, “electrons can break free or bond with another element to transform the one thing into another.”
“Electrons don’t have free will,” the young woman said. She was beginning to enjoy the banter. It made her feel that she was anchored somehow, not floating in the ether of mind.
“Neither do humans,” Marchant replied. “We do things and those things impact the world. We meet and fuck and make babies who are maybe destined to starve or wage war. That wasn’t the plan but we have to do something, don’t we?”
“I don’t understand, Doctor.”
“We are responsible for history wouldn’t you say, Gooseberry?”
“Not necessarily,” Lois replied. “I walk ahead of you on a mountain path and the ground beneath my feet is weak but I don’t know it. My footstep loosens the ground even more and then, when you come along it gives way. You fall to your death but I am not responsible even if I am the cause.”
Marchant was smiling, staring at the younger woman. She saw that his brown eyes had whites that were a lighter shade of the same color. This simple juxtaposition of color told her that he was dying.
“But as a scientist you build a stairway to the moon,” he said. “You don’t realize that it has military implications but then a leader, let us call him Chainman, passes a law that America owns that ladder and he places tactical weapons on it and trains them on his enemies. Where does your responsibility lay then, my dear?”
“I haven’t built any ladder.”
With surprising speed Marchant Lewis grabbed Lois by the biceps of both arms and stood up lifting her into the air with him.
“I am alive in you!” he shouted. “My mind contains the potentials of an entire race. I have changed the world only it doesn’t know it yet.”
Lois felt no fear or outrage. Javier and Marie didn’t even look up from their book.
“Put me down, Marchant.”
The madman complied. He sat down breathing hard. Lois couldn’t tell if the labored breath came from the exertion or the passion he felt.
“I know what this invention can do,” he said. “And I will not, like Einstein or Nobel or a thousand others, allow my genius to be used for destruction.”
Lois was standing over him. She put a hand on his shoulder. Through the heavy cloth of his blue shirt she could feel the electric excitation of his fervor.
“What can be done?” Lois asked.
Marchant looked at her. Even with him sitting and her on her feet they were almost the same height.
“We have to take charge of the dissemination of this tool. We have to guard the secret and pass it among the masses with caution and with guile.”
“How do you see that playing out?” Lois asked. “I mean we don’t have the resources of an InterCybernetics or the government.”
“We need two things,” Marchant said, “a sugar daddy and a host. You will provide both of those indispensable items.”
“Why would I do this for you, Dr. Lewis?”
“Because you know that I’m right. You know that the world is filled with suit-and-tie-wearing Neanderthals who have no notion of beauty or peace or the harmony of humankind. You know that this invention of mine will be used to dominate and destroy if we don’t take control.”



 
SIX
LOIS REMEMBERED STARING at Lewis’s huge face and thinking that he may have been right. Without physical experience, without time passing she had come to know his convoluted, half-insane musings. She was thinking, He’s crazy but he might not be wrong as she walked down the hallway of the second floor of the house. What she answered to Lewis was forgotten or maybe she hadn’t answered; maybe she just walked away from him lost in the dream of what he called the Co-mind.
Coming to a drab green door she knocked.
“Come in,” the French-Arab girl called from the other side.
The room was a shock to Lois but not in the way that Marchant and the others had astonished her, from inside her mind. This was an external surprise. The room, approximately fifteen feet deep and twenty wide, was comprised of six massive acrylic paintings. The ceiling was a huge cavern dark in places but leading, somewhere far above, to a source of sunlight that illuminated much of the deep earth that was the subject. The style was hyper-realist and so there was no flat plane but a vastness that seemed to go on for thousands of feet.
The wall before her was a forest of small pines making up a primeval woodland that went on and on. Here and there on the ground there was evidence of a fire that had destroyed the older, larger trees to make way for new life. Lois wasn’t certain but she believed that if she got close to the wall she would see insects and birds in flight and on the move.
The left wall was bisected nearly perfectly between a blazing sun next to which loomed the emptiness of black space. The star was so bright that Lois winced at its light. She stopped moving halfway into the room at the foot of the single mattress on the floor.
The right wall was almost a letdown; merely two galaxies colliding, their bulbous, dense cores of stars only just making contact. These too were surrounded by lightless space except in the lower left-hand corner where fat and naked Marchant Lewis flailed in the weightlessness of free fall. He was somehow connected to the immense nexus of stellar drama.
The closing door caused Lois to turn. Cosette, wearing a shapeless gray frock, was standing before a rendition of Javier’s carnival. It was daytime and there were Mexicans of all ages and sizes and dark and light coloring wandering around the mechanical playground. The point of view was slightly elevated and so the whole of the carnival and the desert beyond was in perfect view. In the car at the top of the Ferris wheel Javier was kissing a Mexican girl who had Cosette’s face.
Lois turned around slowly looking at all the paintings in turn. The corners were treated in such a fashion that one painting flowed into the other without the expected, jarring transition.
Then Lois looked down.
The world beneath her was a bird’s-eye view of a vast mountain range a few hundred feet above the highest peak on the clearest of clear days. Acrophobia gripped Lois and Cosette rushed forward to grab her forearms. The mountainsides were lovely and fierce. Lois sat on the mattress and Cosette lowered with her.
“Why, why are you wearing clothes?” Lois asked the girl.
“I don’t know. I knew you were coming to visit me and so I put this on. Do you wish me to take it off?”
“How long?” Lois replied.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“How long did it take you to make these paintings?”
“Seven weeks. I work every day, every day. The walls I see go on forever and they cannot hold me in. I can climb into the ceiling or fall through the floor. Of course we can always travel in our minds to far-off places. But sometimes I just want to open my eyes.”
“You are the most talented painter I have ever met,” Lois said.
“It is not me.”
“What do you mean?”
“Javier has the eyes of a painter. He sees into things and makes them through me.”
“Does his room look like this?” Lois asked but she knew that it did not even as the words left her mouth.
“No. There is something in his brain, something that has nothing to do with painting but it stops him from taking the time. I did all this for him, from him.”
Lois leaned forward and kissed Cosette on the lips. There was gratitude in her heart and she realized that the Javier in her was thanking Cosette for his expression through her.
“I don’t understand,” Lois said.
“That is because you are still thinking as one person who is alone in the cold embrace of uncaring, inert matter. You go to sleep alone and wake up that way. You walk alone even in crowds and you resent it when a man grabs you by the hair…”
Terry Pantalone grabbed her by the hair when they were making love three years before. He was a butcher for a big hotel in downtown San Francisco and when she was on top of him and he pulled her hair she felt something inside her and pulled away … 
“It’s okay, Lois,” Cosette said. “We are together, have always been so. The problem is that we haven’t had the luxury of loving each other as we do ourselves. Our senses are not up to it and our imaginations are filled with fear.”
“I’m, so scared,” Lois said. “Yesterday or the day before I was just a normal person walking around, feeling important. And today I realize that I was no more than a, than a bug. One of those bugs in that forest you painted, something I can’t even see from here.”
“We are,” Cosette said and then paused. A moment later she continued. “We are all encompassing, everything and nothing at all. Our thoughts are ephemera but together they surpass the human animal and even the genome. We are the ground below the first step of ascendance.”
“Is that you talking?” Lois asked.
“He is in me,” she said. “The words are his but I understand them in a way that makes him like that picture on the wall. We are bugs in the grass on the ground before the stairway to godhood. We will never die even after we are lost and forgotten by the minds that rise from this fire.”
“How can we know so much?” Lois asked. “I mean you and Javier and Frank and Marchant? It’s more than any one mind can hold.”
Instead of answering Cosette pounced at Lois hitting her in the upper part of the chest with the heels of both hands. Lois fell backward on the mattress and in the fall felt a shift in consciousness. Her back hit the ground instead of a soft cushion. She was looking up at a blue sky from a desert floor somewhere far away from Javier’s carnival. And on her chest was a leering coyote, not Cosette.
The canine licked her face and batted its muzzle against her cheek. This was the dog that she’d seen in the shadowy hall that led to the kitchen. Lois tried to get up but the wild thing shifted to maintain its balance using its weight to keep her down. She tried to push at it but it snapped at her hand, not hard enough to draw blood.
Suddenly the beast leaped off of her and crouched down like a dog inviting play. She reached out for her but the coy moved out of reach and then jumped at Lois, knocking her down again. Instead of frightening her, the surprise brought a laugh to Lois’s throat.
It was bright day in a limitless desert where no human being had ever been. Lois jumped suddenly and before the coy could prance away she caught it by a hind paw. It yanked and twisted and even though it broke her grip Lois had time to get to her feet managing to hug the creature around its skinny chest. She could feel the fast beating animal heart. The coyote bit her playfully and they rolled in the dirt; Lois laughing and the coyote yipping in glee.
As they rolled and tumbled, jumped and bit Lois began to experience strange sensations. The first was a sense of smell that had great range and a kind of, of language. Her new friend’s rectum and teats had pungent and sweet scents while distant clouds smelled heavy with water. The desert around her shimmered as if seen through a crystal wall where, here and there, remote subjects—a cactus, a Gila-shaped stone, a patch of barren soil—would now and then come into hyper-clear focus.
And the music … 
She could hear the blood throbbing in her playmate’s throat and the winds, far above, shrieking their endless song. There was the sound of motes of dust pinging on stone and a hidden animal licking its tough hide.
Her own claws scratching across the baked ground vibrated in her paws and her ears. And her scent was strong, her name announced by her pelt and rectum and wet dripping maw.
The play fight got wilder and she was ecstatic with the hint of blood and the taste of Cosette/coy. She felt a sudden pain, a bite too hard, and butted her head against her friend sending the overzealous coy rolling against a big rock.
For an instant there was a chance for real anger between them; the milky Cosette crouching down, and looking up at the beast that was once Lois. And then, in the periphery of both their keen eyes, there was a quick dash and Lois/coy and Cosette/coy were off, yellowy brown blurs after the desert hare that moved a moment too soon.
It was Lois/coy who caught the zigzagging creature by the scruff of its neck. She shook her head as she had many times before feeling the crack of bone and the blood seeping onto her tongue. There’s a moment of grinning greed; the sun shining and the winds speaking her name. Then the tug from Cosette/coy and the playful tearing apart of the dead hare. Ripping the flesh and devouring it, licking the blood from the slick pelt and howling now and again.
Lois was rolling on her back when Cosette leaped up onto all fours and rushed away, her tail leaving her name on the air.
*   *   *
LOIS/COY SHOOK HER head and found herself following the scent of sweet milk. She loped along the hard desert floor sniggering at clouds and cacti and sand. She followed the odor of blood and friendship as they passed over and down, to the left and right, past scat and scorpions and sand. There were no thoughts in her mind, no idea of a thought beyond the snug feeling of her tight belly and the taste of hare flesh still on her tongue.
The spoor trail led to a large pile of flat red rocks standing out in the desert like a home for the weary. The tarantula and kangaroo rat, desert lark and roadrunner, seed and cacti … and Cosette/coy with her brood of suckling pups.
Lois/coy heard the canine growl and then yell before seeing Cosette/coy lying on her side with five babies sucking at her milky teats. Lois/coy cowering and wanting to approach her friend; remembering her own suckling puphood and wanting to devour a babe or two.
Cosette/coy screamed a high-pitched warning and Lois settled some distance away. Folding her paws and laying her sleek head down, she watched as Cosette peered over the bobbing heads of her pups.
The heat rose in the afternoon and Lois/coy drowsed. The yips of the hungry pups lulled her and she no longer had the desire to rip and rend. The coyote smells on the breeze reminded her of a long history of traveling, traveling along nearly invisible trails that her kind had known for thousands of years.
In her sleep her feet scuttled quickly out of the way of the puma and the great black bear. She stalked fish in the rivers where she drank and played with the porcupine that never stabbed her even once.
Under a moon that seemed to take up the entire sky, blazing in the cold cloud-ridden night, she migrated unable to sleep more than a few hours at a time. Something called to her, something dark and sonorous, something that she ached for but did not know or understand.
She whimpered on the hotbed earth then Cosette/coy licked her neck. Lois/coy got up gratefully pressing her head against her friend. They licked each other and rolled together. They whimpered in happiness at finding a friend again.
They rolled and licked and inhaled each other’s scent until Lois opened her eyes. She was underneath Cosette licking her labia, her chin slick with the Arab girl’s discharge. Cosette was at the other end doing the same to her.
Lois pushed and kicked Cosette away. She tried to get to her feet but the orgasm weakened her legs and she fell toward the carnival door.
“Arrête,” Cosette said, reverting to French.
“I have to go,” Lois replied fumbling at the painted doorknob and stumbling into the hall.



 
SEVEN
IN HER ROOM again Lois sat on the high bed hugging her knees. She had never made love to another woman before. And Cosette wasn’t even a woman. She was a teenager, a girl. But the satisfaction lingered, the sudden opening and flowing outward; the muscles that clenched hard around some place that she had never known even in her own private explorations.
But, while the guilt bore into her, she wondered about those coyotes and the desert that was so pure and vast and free from the plastic and asphalt and glass detritus of man.
Where had the child taken her? How?
This internal question coincided with a tapping at her door. It was a soft knock, feminine. Lois worried that it was Cosette come to drag her back to the desert to transform her again, to ravish her. Her heart beat with fear and anticipation. She did not move or make a sound.
The tapping came again, no louder.
Lois wondered if she could escape through the window. She’d drive to Grant’s place tell him that Marchant had drugged her and beg him to have her committed. In a straightjacket in a cell under the influence of sense-deadening drugs she would begin to escape this nightmare. She would not feel anything, imagine anything.
“Lois?” a man’s voice called—Frank.
“Go away,” Lois said.
She went to the window. There was no fire escape, no trellis or even a ledge.
“Let me talk to you, Lois,” the gambler said. “I know how disturbing all of this can be.”
“Go away.”
“I could no more do that than the gray goose could fly north in the winter.”
Lois pressed up against the window frame with both hands. She expected it to be nailed shut but it went up with no problem. She was looking on the sunlit street but thinking about that goose; that solitary gray goose going the wrong way with no friends to help it, looking for something that was not there.
“Lois.”
“What?”
“You need us.”
“I don’t even know you.”
“Maybe not,” Frank said. “Maybe you don’t know us in the physical ways that you have known family and friends of the past. But this is a new day. We are beyond lunches and trysts and jokes about the current president. We have left behind hierarchies and schemes and one man, one vote. You feel it. You know it.”
“I don’t need you,” Lois said.
“What will you do out there?” Frank asked as if he knew that Lois was standing at the window wondering how to get away.
Down on a patch of grass at the curb two young black children were playing a game that involved touching each other’s shoulders. They were laughing and too near the traffic, in a world of their own but under the impotent gaze of the Korean-American science manager.
She turned and went to the door. It was unlocked. Frank could have walked in whenever he wanted.
He was wearing a yellow-green felt suit with a dark green hat that sported a red feather, and short white gloves that revealed his pale wrist. The thin mustache went well with his slender face. His green eyes seemed somehow appropriate for a gambler.
“What?” she asked, exasperated by the inanity of her quest to make sense of what was happening to her.
“May I come in?”
“Are you going to take me out of my body to some crazy place?”
Frank smiled and shook his head.
Lois backed away and he entered leaving the door wide open.
Frank sat on the oak floor in half-lotus. This surprised Lois. She had figured him for a chair and maybe a cigarette. She backed away perching at the edge of the high bed.
“Why do you think I need you?” she asked.
“Without us you will wander through this world having experiences and feelings that no one will understand. They will label you as weird or worse—insane. You will be in a thousand places you’ve never known, talking to people like me and Marchant and Marie.”
“What did Cosette do to me?”
“I don’t know. That was between the two of you. But what I can say is that whatever transpired that is not what you should be wondering about.”
The gambler, for some reason, calmed Lois. It wasn’t so much what he said but the demeanor he struck while addressing her. His gloves and silly hat allayed her fears. His sitting on the floor … 
“What should I be asking?”
“Marchant is a monster,” Frank said. “It is as if you were strolling around in the Muir Woods and then suddenly came upon a great Tyrannosaurus rex. He’s a monster but he can’t help it. He’s hungry for you but he can’t help that either. The world, our world is filled with monsters. Organized religion and nuclear power, indiscriminate sex and nationalism all kill with such regularity and in such awesome numbers that we are numbed by the crimes and blood and wars. But still we walk around the streets calmly as if our history wasn’t a list of holocausts and annihilations.”
“What’s your last name?” Lois asked.
“Grimes.”
“Where did you go to school, Frank Grimes?”
“No school. My father was a burglar and my mother was a part-time whore. I’ve been to more cities than a presidential candidate or the Fuller Brush man. The only thing I could read, before coming to this house, were racehorse names. The only math I got is counting cards—up to four decks.”
“But you speak so eloquently. You all do.”
“That’s the monster in us,” Frank said gazing down. “I can’t read a word but I can recite Shakespeare. I couldn’t do long division but I could explain why there is no absolute standard of length or time because of the theory of relativity. I am, we all are, part of the other. And if you run from us your mind will freeze up without the constant pruning of the Co-mind.”
“What is the Co-mind?” Lois asked. She was so concentrated on his words that her insides felt invisible, intangible, inconsequential. Frank was knowledge and she was the vessel. This feeling elated her.
“The Co-mind, as Marchant says, is the nexus of the human soul and what lies beyond it. We are one soul throughout history, one continuous, riotous ramble from the caves of sub-Saharan Africa to the igloos of the Eskimos. Our languages living for centuries, our talents honed over the ages. We are more than simple small lives bumping around tiny quarters learning and forgetting at a furious pace through the briefest span of time. We have become each other and therefore we are forced to think as one and many.”
“That’s … that sounds crazy,” Lois said.
“So would a jet plane to an ancient Hopi or a distant galaxy to Galileo. We, you and I, are the beginning of a new age … the age of the mind. At any moment you could enter my experience, feel my history, my sex. And I could know what you do. In some ways I might be able to do things that only you could know but only I could make real.”
“Like Cosette painting what Javier sees.”
“Yes,” Frank said. “Marie’s eyes are clearer than mine, her heart cares nothing for the rush of the game. And so she, through me in her, can play poker or blackjack better than I ever could.”
“And you,” Lois added, “are a better cook even though the talent is hers.”
“We are one,” Frank said, imploring Lois.
“That’s crazy.”
“Possibly,” Frank said holding up his hands and gazing into the palms. “But our world would seem crazy to the ancients and that doesn’t make us crazy, at least not necessarily. Change makes people afraid but we cannot escape the impact and the reorganization that change brings to our lives.”
“But if what you say is true how can I even know that I’m talking to you?” Lois asked. “Maybe you’re just Marchant. You sound like him.”
“In the world you have entered, Lois, there is no you and me as in the old days. We are interdependent minds maintaining our identity but aware in ways far beyond any other being in the history of this planet. We have gone beyond the instincts of survival and procreation. Our beings are in many ways immortal and our destinies are as one.”
Lois understood what the thin white man was saying. She saw in his eyes, heard in his words an intimacy and empathy that she’d never experienced. They were sharing something inside of each other all because she’d put her hand in a silver box and felt phantom oil oozing between her fingers. She experienced Marchant’s infancy, Javier’s favorite moment of innocent young love, unrequited and all the sweeter for it.
“When Cosette touched me we became coyotes,” she said, her stomach knotting over the sex they shared.
“Lana C,” Frank said with a nod.
“Who’s that?”
“A coyote that came down from the hills and Marchant fed in his Garden of Eden. It took seven months to get the creature’s confidence. Then Marchant developed a Datascriber that was like a water bowl. Cosette put her hand in one side while Lana C drank from the bowl … Now our family has extended beyond the limits of mere human thought. Lana has taken us on month-long treks through the experience of the coyote. We see through her eyes and smell-language. We experience a spectrum of excitation that no human has known in eighty thousand years, if ever.”
“It had sex with me.”
“Cosette is a child of the streets of Marseilles, an urchin. When Marchant and Marie brought her back from a conference in France we were happy to have a child among us.
“You see, Lois, we are all a part of the monster’s collection. He is building the Co-mind brick by brick with each of us. We are the prototype for a new world being, a world-mind. There will be gamblers and orphans, scientists and wild things…”
“But Cosette didn’t use the Datascriber on me,” Lois said. “She just touched me and it was like I was in her mind.”
“Once we’ve been calibrated to the Love Machine our nervous systems develop a sensitivity of their own,” Frank said, wincing. “Sometimes I’ll be walking down the hall and I just brush up against someone and I’m thrown into their mood, we … connect. It’s very disturbing. That’s why I always wear rubberized long sleeves and acrylic gloves.”
“But why me?” Lois asked.
“Marchant would never have chosen the coyote if Cosette had not urged him in his dreams. She wanted a pet, a wild thing. No one wanted Javier but me. I saw the artist in him, the real American in him. And you … You are certainly Marchant’s choice. We can all feel his need for you. Marie has resisted. She loves Marchant. In her mind he is always a young boy pointing out secrets to his mother. But, as much as Marchant loves her, he needs something in you. He has a whole file cabinet filled with your pictures and discarded mail. The afternoon after you merged he came in singing. Our whole evening session was devoted to the singularity of your mind.”
“I’m nothing more than bureaucrat with a Ph.D.,” Lois said. “I don’t have any special talents. I could never make it as a researcher or even a good research assistant. That’s why I went into the business of managing researchers for InterCyb. I can speak to research scientists but I could never do what they do. I’m too, too mundane.”
“Javier killed six people in a rival gang in L.A.,” Frank said. “He was an assassin for a fledgling drug business in the barrio. But we didn’t want him as an enforcer. He has the soul of an artist. Most of us, people of Earth, do not know our beauty, our truth, our ultimate destinies. Take you for instance.”
“What do you know about me?” she asked, knowing full well the answer.
“You are wasting your life herding scientists for a company that treats science as a cash cow for the stockholders. Is that what you want?”
Even though she expected those exact words there was a concussion in the question that sounded in a distant part of Lois’s mind. She heard it as if it were the demolition of a condemned building that had stood long past its allotted time. She thought that this image was an odd interpretation, not the way she imagined things at all.
But Frank was right. She didn’t want to be a well-educated shepherd of superior beings, gathering their scat for household gizmos and role-playing computer games.
“Come with me, Lois.” Frank was standing over her. She hadn’t noticed that he’d stood and come up beside her.
“Where?”
“To the evening session.”
That was when language overwhelmed her last defense. The words, “evening session,” were there in her mind like a pair of old slippers or a favorite mug. They were a place and a time and destination that was so ingrained that it was like the thousand-year-old trails followed by Lana C; like her own ritual flossing and tooth care at the end of every evening, even after making love with the shy and reticent Grant Tillman.



 
EIGHT
THE NEXT THING she knew she was walking down a rickety stairway from the first floor to the basement. The cellar was like any other she had seen; rough-hewn tables and benches strewn with tools, piled with boxes, a stacked washer and dryer against a wall under a weak bulb.
There was a hall that led to another part of the underground chamber. Frank led her this way and she followed feeling familiarity in her senses and a strangeness in her conscious mind. It was dank down there and the light seemed to be filtered through green glass.
When they came to the white door the coyote was already there, waiting. As Frank used his key on the lock Lana C licked Lois’s fingers and the self-professed shepherd of scientists scratched the creature behind her long and pointed ears.
The next set of stairs was dark all the way down with a pool of light at the distant base; a light that tried but failed to illuminate the journey down ward.
Lana C scampered ahead while Lois felt her way tentatively, afraid of missing a step and falling.
It was a long way, longer, she knew, than it looked to be.
Reaching the bottom at last, Lois sighed. She and Frank entered a small room that held a large whitewashed table around which sat all the members of the Marchant Lewis cult. The subbasement was like a bunker; like a secret held underneath another secret—locked away where no one could find it, or suspect it, or even imagine it. They all sat in chairs, even the coyote, and in front of each one was a Datascriber half the size of the one used to usurp her mind. The DS Machines (as she came to call them) were connected by a tangle of wires that crossed and jumbled in the center of the table.
There were two empty places. Frank went immediately to his chair and everyone turned to Lois expecting her to take her place.
“I have to know what’s going on first,” she said in answer to the unspoken request.
“This was a child pornographer’s studio,” Marchant rumbled. “They would bring children down here and exploit them for needs that came down from beasts. Frank knew about him and we came in on him one night…”
Lois could see clearly, and simultaneously from four separate points of view, the Family as they closed in on the pornographers. They were slender white men with short haircuts, wearing short-sleeved button-up dress shirts with no ties. One was working a small digital camera while the other was talking to a naked three-year-old boy who was sitting on a filthy mattress, crying.
Lois watched from Marie’s and Frank’s perspectives as Javier approached the men with his semiautomatic pistol. She gazed from their eyes while feeling the blood rush in the Mexican’s veins. Then, for a moment, she saw a dark room with tiny Javier and two dark-skinned men raping him one day that was actually many days one summer twenty-five years before … 
And then Marie was hustling the children (there were five of them tied together, in various states of undress and makeup) up the long dark staircase. But even as she was moving up the stairs she was also in the room while Javier shot the men in their legs and their arms, while he stood over them salivating like a coyote, while the men begged and whimpered and cried out for help in a basement that they had soundproofed so carefully.
“Are we going to be all right?” a little black girl asked at the top of the stairs. At seven she was eldest of them.
And while she asked her question Lois felt the paroxysm of rage rise like fever on Javier’s skin. She wanted to turn away from the killing but could not close her eyes to the children’s fear. She didn’t understand how she could be watching both at once but she knew that to turn off one point of view would be to turn them all off.
She watched Javier killing the pornographers. She was Javier killing the pornographers. She hushed the children’s fears and wept with them and wept for the murders and was sickened by the blood and wounds of the men. Javier had shot off their faces.
The pornographers were buried in a junkyard a few miles from Marchant’s Garden of Eden. The children lived in a private orphanage six blocks from World’s End. Marie went there every day. Even in the vision she was continually turning her back on Lois … 
“… come sit with us, Ms. Kim,” Marchant was saying.
She was back in the room, the room where countless children had been raped and tortured, bartered and sometimes killed. She had killed the perverts. She had saved the children. She had run for weeks under the Coyote Moon with no care for human worries and no knowledge of death.
“Why?” she asked, her voice trembling.
“Because I need you,” Marchant Lewis said.
For some reason Lois turned to Marie at the moment Marchant spoke. There was some anger but more loss in her eyes.
Lana C yipped and Lois felt a burp of laughter in her chest. An old coyote phrase, that had no literal translation, brought her to her chair because sometimes there was no escape from sun and wind or the rain and nightfall.
She placed her hand on the flat plate before her. Simultaneously five humans and one beast touched their own portals entering into Marchant’s world beyond the self.



 
NINE
THEY WERE ALL sitting at the same whitewashed table but something was different. Time was not passing. Neither heat or cold or any other tactile sensation agitated at the edges of her senses. She was not breathing or fidgeting in the way she had done for all her twenty-nine years.
“Am I in your mind?” she asked Lewis.
He turned his head toward her but still the after-image of him looking straight ahead remained.
“We are in the limbo between places,” he said. “It is the genius of the Datascriber. It can hold our minds together and separately in a place that is not corporeal … the soul is like steam rising from the boiling pot of consciousness.”
“And we are mingling?” Lois asked.
“Look at her,” Marchant said swiveling his head, becoming hydralike as he did so. “Can you see as she saw when remembering that night we killed McCann and Pirelli?”
Marie’s orbs opened wide and Frank’s eyes became slits.
“She has the eyes of a housefly,” Javier said.
The coyote howled like wolf and suddenly disappeared.
“Walk with me, Lois,” Marchant said.
He stood up and walked through the table holding out both hands. She reached out for him and was then standing though she didn’t have the sensations of movement or gravity.
“This way,” Marchant said.
He gestured to a place behind her and the next thing she knew she had turned. For a moment she saw the pain in Marie’s face and then she was alone with Marchant in the Garden at midday on the most beautiful day of any year—ever.
A robin landed on Marchant’s shoulder. The big man smiled and she realized that they were no longer holding hands.
“Look at yourself from my eyes,” Marchant said.
Instinctively Lois closed her eyes and when she opened them again she was Lewis looking out upon herself. She was standing there but it was not her, not exactly. She was more substantial than she looked in the mirror and the photographs and videos that Grant insisted on taking. Her eyes were more intelligent, her lips fuller.
Lois closed her eyes opening them from her perspective again.
“Is this how you look at yourselves?” she asked.
“Look around the garden,” Marchant replied.
Lois saw that Marchant’s garden was so large that you could not see the end to it. It went on and on flowering and teeming with birds and insects and, in the distance, larger animals that growled and shook the earth.
“This is your place,” she said.
“Though we can share points of view one on one,” Marchant said, “none of us, not even I, can see from multiple eyes at the same time. I brought you here because I felt we needed a bureaucrat to organize us. Someone that could see systems of production so that we could all work as a team rather than like a clan reenacting whatever our childhood dramas might have been. But now I see that your talents go much deeper than that.”
“You were going to hire me?” Lois asked. She felt the accusatory question coming from her lips but inside she was cold, almost emotionless. The world she had been introduced to was larger than anything she could encompass with feelings.
“The Co-mind is beyond personal interest,” Marchant said as if to validate her state of mind. “There is no wealth outside of our memories and there is no meaning greater than what we do to realize the potential in each other. Can you imagine the inventions I could have created if I had your ability to see from multiple viewpoints at once?”
“I could never do anything like that before tonight,” Lois said.
“The Datascriber often shows us things about ourselves that we could not have known in solitary life. The Love Machine makes us whole.”
“Love Machine?” Lois felt her soul drifting in the doctor’s ideal garden, under the never-setting sun. It was as if she were fading from existence, as if life were a dream and now that the machine he made took her from her body she realized that it wasn’t possible, who she was; like in the sleeping dream she’d have as a child when she’d be flying over a vast wheat field only to remember that she couldn’t fly and now she would have to crash to earth.
“Love,” Marchant said like a teacher, “the coming together of destined mates. Not the romantic drivel you hear in songs or the fearful question asked by a child. It is you coming together with thousands who need you and who are there to make you whole.
“Do you understand me, Lois?”
“I do but I don’t care,” she said. These words came easily from her. After an entire life of holding back her feelings, the truth now came out of her without affect or intention. She had expected this freedom to come with some feeling of joy but there was no élan, no feeling of relief.
“But this is it,” Marchant argued. “This is the new world sought after for five thousand years. This is what the Christians and every other religion has been waiting for. Can’t you understand that?”
“What do you want of me?” Lois said.
Marchant slumped down heavily. Behind him was Lois’s orange piano bench.
“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said, his gaze downcast, his words filled with the emotion of loss.
“I’m here.”
Marchant looked up and she saw, again through his eyes, that she was taller than a basketball player, more substantial than a bear.
“I need you to bind us,” Marchant said.
“Why? You are here in this house with your friends and pets and secrets.”
“Why won’t you let me into your soul, Lois?”
“Does the rapist ask his victim to love him too?” she asked realizing as she spoke that this really was how she felt; at least these feelings were in her body at the table.
“The need of the many is greater than the desires of the few,” the dwindling black man said.
“So what?”
“You must submit to and create the new world order.” Marchant’s voice was getting smaller and higher. “Without it we will be less than the animals we slaughter for food.”
These words appeared to her like a distant star cluster in the deepest black void of otherwise empty space. They were so far away and small and dim that her primary feeling was one of hopelessness. They might already be dead and even if she’d left five thousand years before she’d barely be any closer to them. Hope was a distant being; it was hardly a memory after all that time.
“Lois?”
“What, Marky?”
“You are abandoning the human race.”
“Are you the human race, fat man?”
“I don’t have to look like this,” he said.
“But you will always be a monster to me.”
“To you and everyone else,” he said, sadly. “For my whole life I’ve been a monster, a demon. Too big for some, too smart for others, and too black for all the rest. I can see patterns where no one else can. I can see relationships where they don’t exist except for me. I am the creature in the basement like those pornographers; a two-headed beast that does these things, who breaks the teacup, and spills the soup.”
The distant stars in nothingness still shone impossibly far away but Lois was thinking about Marchant. Hadn’t she pursued him? Hadn’t she hoped to get rich off of his brilliance?
“But it’s impossible,” she said feeling more substantive than the Garden of Eden.
“No,” the slouching scientist said. “Not if you join us. Not if you join with me.”
“But we are already joined,” Lois argued. “You don’t need my physical body. You already have my mind.”
“No,” Marchant said in a voice that now seemed cold and drifting as she had been before. “The Datascriber initially can only bring the uppermost part of being into the minds of others. What is deep within you must be openly shared, given freely and without reservation. The deepest you is still you and not a part of our fledgling Co-mind, just like the deepest part of me is still a thing apart.”
“But surely you, Doctor, would give freely,” Lois said. “You want this abomination to succeed.”
“Yes. You’re right. I am the abomination…,” Marchant said. Lois could feel the pain of his life as an outsider always wanting to connect with people, to have friends, to laugh around a table with a family that looked to him as someone they loved and needed.
“What do you want, Marky?” Lois asked again.
“I cannot help who I am, Lois. I didn’t know how to sit down in a restaurant and coddle you. I didn’t know how to make you less afraid of me. There are people starving and a planet being tortured; there are thousands of young men and women at war and children with the eyes of old men.
“Lana C tells of us of a world that we have only begun to understand. Not the canine world of biology but the spiritual vision of a place beyond ours. Javier creates beautiful images in a cavern in his mind that rivals Michelangelo. Cosette can survive, at least in her mind, in the coldest, deepest part of the ocean.
“I have been spit upon by people my entire life. My father will not speak to me. He’s embarrassed by the way I look and the way I acted as a child. I once applied to be a translator in Asia but the host country’s representatives told me that they only hired white English teachers. I’ve never been on a date I haven’t paid for and even my teachers hated me.
“You hate me. And when I think about that I know you’re right. I don’t fit in normal chairs or in family albums or schoolrooms or even on the street. Even if I wasn’t the size of a hippopotamus…”
Lois remembered being young Marchant and being called my little hippo by his father, Louis Lewis.
“… I would still be the oddball, the Odd John. I was arrested and held in jail for suspicion of murder for nine days because the police said I looked suspicious…”
“Dr. Lewis,” Lois said or thought or felt.
“What?” The man’s words watery with real and imagined tears.
“It doesn’t matter what pain you’ve felt, does it?”
“No. I guess not.”
“What do you want of me?”
“I’m afraid to ask again.”
“It’s okay. I’m here now. You have me. And if the only way out is through your request let’s get it over with.”
“Bond with me,” he said.
“I don’t know what that means.”
“I haven’t hijacked your personality,” he said. “I’ve shown you the entrance to a world of extraordinary beauty and grace. You haven’t entered. You haven’t become a part of us. And without you there may well be no tomorrow.”
“Hyperbole, Doctor,” Lois said from a place that had rarely shown itself in public; a place of pure intellect and nearly absolute disdain.
“No,” Lewis said. “No. We need your vision and I need you to understand me.”
“But why?”
“Bond with me and you will know.”
“I trusted you with the Datascriber and now I’m a car thief and lost in a world where I don’t know what’s real and what is not.”
“What was real, Gooseberry?” Marchant Lewis asked. “Your daily life with a green sports car and that beautiful but reticent boyfriend or the sorrow you feel every night before falling asleep?”
“I thought you hadn’t gone deeply into my mind, Doctor?”
“I haven’t. These feelings of yours are right out on the surface like a, like a blistering sunburn. Your depths are beyond me.”
His words unveiled an imagined month-long dialogue between best friends. It was as if they had come together after some disaster and there they began to share secrets while foraging for food and praying for deliverance.
She was sad every night before falling asleep, even when Grant was snuggled up at her side. Her job meant nothing to her. It was only there so that she could tell her parents that she was well-off while looking for a husband; a good Korean husband like her father—silent and strong, tenacious but civil. She left home every morning, boarded a plane six times a month to visit her scientists. She collected jazz CDs but rarely listened to them anymore. And every day she could make the time she went to the movies alone and sat in an aisle seat, at the back row, eating popcorn and imagining that she was one of the background characters—watching life from up close.
It started in middle school when her mother punished her for bringing home a single B among a report card otherwise filled with As.
“You cannot see your friends, watch TV, or go to the movies until your next report,” her mother, June Kim, had told her.
There was never any wiggle room with June. Her father, Kenneth Kim, would not override June’s decisions in the home.
“She is your mother,” he would say simply and with finality.
That night her grandfather died in his small apartment. His hotplate had set fire to the muslin curtains. They found him in his bed burned black.
She heard a child laughing then and ran down a path in Marchant Lewis’s garden.
She came to a greenish porcelain fountain. Leaves and dirt covered the bottom of the waterless bowl. Little sparrows were rubbing their feathers in the loose dirt, wallowing and singing merrily as if Lois were not there.
Laughter pealed again and Lois went past the dry pond and its frolicking birds. She ran into the bushes. On the other side she saw herself at the age of twelve running with three girlfriends and laughing, laughing. It came to her that she hadn’t laughed with abandon since her grandfather died—the last day she ever got a grade less than an A.
She had given up her laughter and gained perfection, her mother’s ideal. The trade seemed so obvious; the forces at play so clear. They were poor and good grades would buy her and her parents an easier life. And life was easy. One day blended into the next like mild, meaningless waves meandering across a profound ocean only to come up onto the shore where they ceased to exist.
The children were still laughing. Little Lois fell and hurt herself but the next moment she was up and running again, playing with her friends.
Her child’s self was like the splash made by some diver in that ocean; going down deep to a place where her mother had never been.
“Lois.”
Marchant was still there beside her, though she had run pretty far, she was sure. The big black outcast reached out to her.
Lois didn’t move. Instead she looked at his hand thinking of how he had violated her. Moving his mind into hers, no matter how far the invasion went, was an evil thing, a terrible thing.
At the same time she was thinking from the heart of the child that still knew how to laugh out loud.
“Can I be free of you?” she asked.
Marchant stared at her for a long moment. In that time Lois noticed that high clouds were hurrying across the sky. She wondered, idly, if this was not a sign of their creator thinking.
“Yes,” he said at last.
“I can get the gambler, the urchin, the lame science student, and the gangbanger out of my head?” At each term she stopped and took in the full image of the cult member.
Marchant nodded sadly.
“What about you and the dog?” she asked.
“All gone, Lois. All gone. All you have to do is say the word. The Datascriber can reverse its initial affects.”
“Will I stay in your minds?”
“What little it is we have of you.”
Transported again Lois was in her house on a Saturday when her mother was gone all day to wash clothes, do her shopping, and go to her cousin’s house to play cards. All day long Ken Kim moved in silence, reading the Korean newspaper, fixing the plumbing, or just sitting in his chair staring off into space while smoking Pall Mall cigarettes.
Lois would watch him from behind corners, quiet as falling dust. She wondered if he thought that he was completely alone what he might do. She noted every time he scratched or stood up, when he got water or went to the toilet. She was waiting there, hidden behind his silence.
And in Dr. Lewis’s imagined garden she was just as quiet and concentrated. When she was a child she wanted to come out from the shadows and shout, “Boo!” just to get a rise out of her father. In the garden place, with children laughing in the distance, she wanted her freedom but could not utter the words to demand it.
Finally she sighed and reached out for the behemoth’s fat fingers.



 
TEN
THE TRANSITION WAS instantaneous and absolute. The child-sized woman and the bearlike man were standing on air a few feet above the ocean. There was no land in sight. The sun was hot and they, Lois and Lewis, were naked. His fat belly hung down but his penis was so large that it lolled even lower making his middle section reminiscent of a dark elephant with the hollow navel making its one blind eye.
“Is this another place you go?” she asked him.
“No, Lois. We are in your mind now.”
“I have never thought about a place like this before,” she said but on the crest of her consciousness was the metaphor of the mild waves that stood for her wasted days.
“See me, Lois,” Marchant Lewis said.
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“I am as I am before you,” he said as if reciting a sermon given by a traveling preacher. “I have never fit in the world but I hold its future in my mind.”
Reaching forth Lois placed her hands on the big nude belly. His tight skin, or the image of his skin, was hot to the touch but not uncomfortable. He felt like a stone that absorbed solar heat on a cloudless winter day. She luxuriated in the warmth. And then her hands began to merge with his flesh; below the dermis into a thick layer of fat. It wasn’t like her hands passing through water but more like cold air colliding with warm. The feeling frightened her but the ecstasy she felt canceled out this fear. She entered through his abdomen becoming him as she climbed. Never had Lois felt so connected to anything, not even her own thoughts, not even the orgasm she felt with Cosette.
She moved in up to her shoulders and then allowed her head to enter the obese misfit. Sight and sound and smell all receded into one great sense organ that brought information to her mind in a completely new way. Knowledge had weight, laughter rhymed with color, the scent of her grandfather told his every tale.
When Lois had entered Marchant completely he bellowed in a tone so deep that she could feel the pain of her invasion. He tried to move away but she was inside him now, a part of him. Together they fell into the ocean sinking slowly below the inconsequential ripples. Marchant beat upon his own chest and Lois spread out her arms to embrace him from inside. He tried to stop breathing and she swam into his lower brain calling on his lungs and heart and mind to continue on their lifelong journeys.
“We’re drowning,” he said to drive her out.
“We can survive anywhere,” she replied while opening the places that he had hidden even from his mother.
“I was wrong,” he said.
“You are mine,” she answered.
“I didn’t know that it would feel like this,” he cried.
“Submit to me, Marchant Lois,” she said.
Her poetry distracted him from his fears. Combining their names calmed him enough to become catatonic for a moment.
*   *   *
… AND THEN THEY were children, in a long-ago past, naked, atop a huge black mastodon trudging with purpose toward a distant cloud of dust.
Marchant, afraid of falling, hugged Lois from behind. And she leaned forward to see what the prehistoric pachyderm was headed for.
“I’m afraid,” Little Marky cried.
“You were the one who wanted to come here,” Lois said in her most serious child voice.
“But I don’t wanna.”
In the distance Lois began to make out a vast herd of mastodons. She could hear the thunder of their march and feel the straining of the beast beneath her to reach her family.
“We have to,” she said.
“Why?” he whispered at the back of her neck.
The question and his breath on her neck exhilarated Lois. She turned to the fat boy and wrapped her arms around him. They merged once again and he swooned from the pressure.
“It hurts,” he cried.
“That’s why I’m here,” she said.
“To hurt me?”
“No, silly, to help you get through the pain and to get all the way out there where your dream is.”
“What dream?”
“The black mastodon’s dream.”
And then, as one, they were in the middle of the herd of thousands of the extinct creatures. They cried and bellowed and thundered through life not as single entities but as the mind of the many on a journey that was endless. Beneath their feet lay the bones of thousands more that had died on that path. They crushed these bones into dust, which became the firmament of their passage.
“Oh my God,” said Marchant Lewis.
Lois knew that this was the first time he had evoked the name of the deity.
They were on the back of the mastodon, Lewis holding on to Lois for his life.
“I will be your beast of burden,” she said. “I will carry you to that far-off destination.”
“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said. “It feels like forever.”
“I hate you for what you’ve done to me,” she replied. “But life cannot make those distinctions.”
“I’m sorry,” Marchant Lewis said.
“I know.”
“I would have done better if I could have.”
They were in the ocean again.
“I know,” she said. “I hate you but I have forgiven you too.”
He was hovering above the ocean again, the small waves merging like the days of a meaningless life below him.
“I can’t ask for more,” Marchant said.
“But what happened?” she said as she crawled out of his broad abdomen.
The easement of pressure felt like an unending discharge, like bleeding out the last drop of an infection.
“It will take years for us to know that, my dear Gooseberry.”
They drifted in the air above the ocean that went from horizon to horizon.
“Marchant Lois,” they said in unison.
Slowly he sank into the sea.
For a very long time Lois floated in place wondering what had happened. Their minds, she knew, had come together as one and therefore their thoughts were shared symbols and images, metaphors and lost dreams. Everything meant something. The pachyderms and pachyderm bones, the smell of dung and the dust they raised in their wake. There were images that were not clear at the time: insects and sores, huge mastodon erections and a female at the head of the pack leading them on and at the same time being pressed by the surging masses at her back.
“Marchant?” she said, wishing to discuss what she now realized.
But he was gone. He had sunk to the bottom of the ocean and even now he was being devoured by sea-bottom crabs and shrimp. Lois could see him there, his face expressionless, his fat nearly weightless in the heavy pressure of the lower regions.



 
ELEVEN
SHE OPENED HER eyes even though they seemed to already be open. Across the table from her Marchant Lewis had slumped forward, his head hanging midair as his fat belly kept it from coming to rest on the table.
Marie was already on her feet hurrying to the fat man’s side. Most of the others were rising. Only Lois and Lana C remained motionless. Lois stared at Marchant while the coyote gazed at her.
Marie touched Marchant’s shoulder lightly but this was enough to knock him over. He fell to the floor soundlessly—dead.
Lois watched as the doctor’s people gathered around him, laying their hands on him.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, many questions aligning themselves in those two words.
“You killed him,” Marie accused.
Lois understood the lame student’s passion but the words made no progress in her mind.
Cosette cradled Marchant’s huge head in her lap.
“He wanted me to merge with him,” Lois said feeling that her words were redundant, unnecessary. After all everyone at that table had witnessed the interplay between the scientist and his personally appointed warden. They knew about the laughing children and the dusty birds. They knew about the huge mastodon and Marchant’s big limp cock.
“He was to have a triple bypass Thursday next,” Frank Grimes said. He was down on one knee behind Javier. The young banger pressed both of his Jesus tattooed palms against Marchant’s chest.
“They said that his chance at survival was six out of ten,” the Mexican said.
Lois found that she already knew all this. Marchant had tried to merge with everyone in that room, even the coyote. He had various levels of success but never was he able to transfer a viable, full version of himself into the mind, no—the soul, of another. Each one of them had a piece of the madman in them but no one could take all of his plans and machinations.
There was little time left. Marchant had an inkling, when he first used the Datascriber on Lois, that she was his possible soul mate.
“He died for you,” Cosette said.
“He used me,” Lois replied. “He didn’t want to die and so he used me like a garage. He parked his big fat ass in my head.”
“He loved you,” Frank Grimes said, pain in each word. “He loves you.”
“Like a coyote loves blood,” Lois replied. “Like a queen bee loves her drones.”
“You aren’t worthy of him,” Marie said. Pressing against the half-exposed belly she got to her feet. “I should kill you.”
“But you won’t, Tiny Dancer,” Lois said unable to keep the sneer out of her tone. “Will you?”
The shock on Marie’s face gave Lois an unpleasant rush of satisfaction. It was the feeling she had astride that mastodon; a feeling of power where there had been none before.
“I’m tired,” Lois said. “I’m going up to my room. Everyone meet me down here tomorrow afternoon at two. That’s when we start.”
“What do we do with the body?” Javier asked.
“Bury it in the garden and plant potatoes over it.”
“It?” Marie uttered. She leaped at Lois but Frank caught her and held her back. Lana C put herself between the sputtering Marie and Lois. The coyote bared her fangs but did not growl.
*   *   *
THE CANINE ACCOMPANIED Lois from the subbasement to her second floor door. When Lois went in the once-feral bitch curled up in the hall, the self-assigned sentry to the new master of the cult.
Inside Lois closed the door and reached for the lamp.
“Leave the light off, Gooseberry.”
He was sitting on an orange piano bench across from her bed. He seemed smaller now, more manageable.
“I thought you were in my head?” she said, making sure not to sound frightened or surprised.
“You don’t have to be so cruel, Lois. You have the power now. Lana C is the barometer for alpha dominance among us.”
“What do you want now, Marchant?”
“I have everything I need. My soul passed into your keeping as life fled my body. I felt myself dying as you offered me safe harbor.”
“I can’t let go of hating you,” she said in even tones.
“That is of little importance. You can torture me or ignore me or just make me listen to opera. I hate opera. Anything you wish to hand out I must accept. I’m free of the body in the world of the mind. And now I have you to bear me, to carry out my plan.”
“What plan? All you know is that you want to conquer the world. That’s not a plan. That’s a dream or a nightmare, a paranoid fantasy.”
“You know better, child. You have traveled the desert with the beast, seen the arid beauty of primal being. You know that everyone you’ve ever known has lived only a half-life at best. You know that one moment in my psyche has evolved you past all the fast foods and sitcoms and people wanting to lead you.”
“I didn’t ask for that knowledge.”
“Greatness doesn’t knock,” Lewis said. “It breaks down the door and grabs you by the throat.”
Lois wanted to deny him, to make him, and his phantom bench, disappear but she knew these desires were futile and wrong. They were one being, not two. His invasion of her mind had brought her to consciousness for the first time in her life. There was no escape. There was no other choice.
“What are we going to do, Marchant?” she said. The resentment and rebelliousness closed behind a door of necessity and truth.
“It was fate not malice that brought me to you, Lois,” he said. “You do understand that?”
“How can we take over the world with no plan?”
“You will come up with the plan, child. And with me at your side there is no mind on Earth that can resist us.”
*   *   *
ANYONE LOOKING FROM the outside would have seen Lois sitting on the edge of her bed talking to an empty wall. In the garden four cult members were digging a grave, then lowering five hundred and twenty-seven pounds of flesh therein. The coyote sat at the door listening for danger and between them all, in discrete sections, the architecture of a sundered world was forming like a salt crystals in a jet-black cave.
*   *   *
JUST BEFORE SUNRISE Lois lay back, still fully dressed, and fell asleep. In her dreams she knew that before she died all the nations and religions and belief systems of the world would have fallen before her like leaves in an autumnal windstorm.
She smiled in her sleep. But it was not the gentle smile her grandfather had known. Nor was it the mirth of that little girl. Her mind was filled with the obsessions of the huge black scientist. She was him, could be nothing else; she wanted nothing else.



 
TWELVE
TWO WEEKS LATER Lois was sitting at the head of the meeting table on her orange bench in the subbasement with Lana C curled at her feet and the apparition of Marchant Lewis at her side.
“They’ll be here soon,” Marchant said in her mind.
“I know that.”
“Are you ready?”
“Does it matter?”
“You must accept your role, Lois,” the ghost said. “We are the instruments of history. We don’t have the luxury of averting our eyes while the bombs fall and the wars wage.”
They were speaking Spanish. For the past week Javier’s tongue had passed between them as easily as if they had been raised in Mexico City.
Lana C licked Lois’s fingers.
She closed her eyes only to open them on a scene of her grandparents working on their little farm near the mountains. She could hear them speaking in Korean. They labored over the makeshift grave of the soldier that came to them.
“He died for his country,” Marchant said.
“Can’t I have a moment alone even in my own mind?” she asked.
“We are the new nation, Lois. We must take action.”
Turning to her left, away from Marchant, she was on the surface of the moon. It was chilly and illuminated by radiance rather than light. There was almost no atmosphere and so everything seemed crystal clear to her. She could have grown to the size of a gas giant and used the moon as a Ping-Pong ball.
“We are not gods but servants,” Marchant said. “Our destiny is to serve.”
Lois opened her eyes again and she was in the subbasement. A long-legged spider was prancing across the table, the digital clock upon the wall registered 16:03, and Marchant Lewis stood next to her wearing a herringbone jacket and cobalt-blue pants.
“You’re losing weight,” she told him.
“I am what you make me,” he said, bowing his head.
On the second night after he’d died Lois had Marchant lashed to a torture table. There she beat his flesh with a thorny stick while fire ants crawled on him, slowly devouring his flesh. The ghost of Lana C entered the room and curled up in a corner, watching her masters and refusing to leave. Lois felt sexually aroused. She couldn’t tell if it was the pain she was inflicting or the desire to be with the canine that affected her.
“You’re the one who brought me here,” Lois said in the subbasement.
“You’re the one who stayed.”
*   *   *
THE DOOR FLEW OPEN. Frank and Javier pushed a man with a black bag pulled over his head into the room. The man’s hands were manacled in front of him. There was a noose around his neck and he was making meaningless, desperate sounds. His ankles were manacled together. He would have fallen if the men hadn’t held him upright.
“Put him in the chair,” Lois said.
When the man heard her voice he stopped struggling and went completely silent.
Frank and Javier pressed him down into an iron chair. They linked his feet to the front legs of the chair and ran a chain through the left cuff on his wrist to his left foot. Leaving his right hand free they pulled off the hood. There was electrical tape across his mouth; this they ripped off.
His left eye was swollen shut and an apricot-sized knot on his left temple was purple and bleeding slightly. The right side of his jaw was puffed up and bloated. Blood seeped from his lower lip.
Grant Tillman was not a handsome man that night.
Seeing him in this way saddened Lois. She regretted what she had done to him but realized that she had contempt for him also; his manly posturing and small dick; his privileged upbringing and the small tips he left at the finest restaurants in the Bay Area.
“Lois!” he cried. “Help me!”
“You can leave us,” she said to the kidnappers.
Without a word Frank and Javier left the room, closing the door behind them. The coyote followed them. The digital clock read 16:12.
“Lois!”
“Hello, Grant.”
“What’s going on here, baby?”
“I’m really sorry about this,” she said. “It’s just that you were the best choice. The one we could investigate most fully.”
“What are you talking about?” Grant said, flailing his free hand about. “Did you send those guys after me?”
“Yes,” Lois said in a passionless tone. “I’m sorry. There was no other way.”
“Are you insane? The police will come here. They’ll arrest you for kidnapping.”
“Put your hand on the metal disk in front of you, Grant.”
“Let me go!” he jumped around as well as he could with one arm and both feet shackled to the chair. The chair was bolted to the floor and so Lois wasn’t afraid that he’d fall over. And the Datascriber disk was glued to the tabletop, his only choice was to obey her request.
But not before he screamed.
If she had been in another room it would have been hard for her to tell if it was a man or a woman shrieking. The voice was high and very afraid. He juddered around and cried out from 16:13 to 16:16; then he slumped down in his bonds.
“Put your hand on the metal disk and I will let you go,” she said.
“Lois,” he pleaded.
In response she put her hand on the identical disk before her.
“Please,” he rasped through a torn larynx.
“Your hand.”
He’s like a drowning man, Marchant whispered in her ear. You are throwing him a lifeline.
“Why are you doing this to me?” Grant said.
“I will call Frank and Javier back to make you place your hand there,” she replied.
“I loved you,” Grant begged.
“Put your hand on the disk or I will have them come back and beat you until you submit.”
The pain in her lover’s face pricked Lois. It brought to mind pictures of their tepid love affair like memories of a canceled TV show seen in the previous season.
What was the star’s name?
He brought his hand slowly to the Datascriber plate.
It was 16:19.
He laid the hand down, splaying out his fingers.
The room shifted into another place disturbingly similar to where he’d been shackled. The only difference was that the chains were gone and a huge black man in sporty clothes stood there next to Lois.
“Where’d you come from?” Grant asked Marchant.
The dead scientist hunched his shoulders.
Realizing that his bonds were gone Grant leaped to his feet and rushed Marchant. The big man grabbed the younger one by the shoulders.
“Sit down, Grant,” both Lois and Lewis said together.
Every scintilla of his strength cried out to destroy the big black. He could feel the man’s throat in his hands. But he found himself sitting in the chair, squirming and gurgling his hatred and desire to destroy.
“Calm yourself,” the Co-mind said to its newest member.
Somewhere else another Marchant was giggling.
Grant felt the anger and rage flow out of him.
“How did you do that?” he asked. “Which one of you is talking?”
“Look at me,” Lois said as Marchant took a step backward, half disappearing into the wall. “We are planning to conquer the world.”
“The world? Are you crazy?”
“No. With this machine we are able to bring people’s minds together. We can organize in complete secrecy and infiltrate, in minutes, any place or people or sect. We can gut a man or woman of their secrets in seconds.”
“How?”
“Stand up and pull down your pants and underwear,” Lois replied.
Grant did as he was told without physical hesitation. There was embarrassment and humiliation but it resided in some other space.
“You see?” Lois said.
Grant gasped at the size of his member. It was normal at least—maybe even larger.
“How?” he asked, looking up at her.
At that moment she looked away and the room shifted back again. Grant found himself shackled once more and free from the mental bondage of the metal plate.
A crash sounded behind him.
“On the floor!” a man’s voice commanded.
Lois put her hands above her head.
“On the floor!” The shout was more urgent.
Lois stood up with her hands in the air. She seemed confident and unflustered to Grant. Three policemen in riot gear came into view. One grabbed Lois, pushing her to the ground violently.
Grant looked down at his pants expecting them to be down around his knees. But it was all a dream or a vision or … something.
The police were screaming at Lois, demanding that she give them the keys to Grant’s bonds. He looked around for the huge black man. He was nowhere to be seen. But Grant could see no other door, no exit for the man to have used to escape.



 
THIRTEEN
“YOU’RE GONNA GO away for a long, long time,” said Theodore Astor, the detective in charge of the Tillman kidnapping case. “We got you on everything from murder to kidnapping, from keeping a wild animal without a license to contributing to the delinquency of a minor.”
At first Lois had been held in a cell with thirteen other women. She’d had three fights but didn’t remember any of them. The coyote and Javier conducted her actions then. All she remembered were the guards pulling her off the women who had attacked her. In the last fight Lois had bitten off her opponent’s ear. The blood, she remembered, made her hungry. After the last altercation she had been kept isolated from the general population.
“Are you listening to me, Ms. Kim?”
“I haven’t killed anyone. I haven’t kidnapped anyone,” Lois said. “And as far as the other charges—the coyote you blame me for harboring eluded your officers and Cosette was already living in the house when I got there.”
Astor would have been handsome if his face wasn’t reddened by broken blood vessels on his cheeks and nose. His eyes hadn’t made up their mind whether they would be green or gray or both. His hands were powerful and blunt but nothing compared to the size of Marchant Lewis’s hands.
“What about the corpse under the potato patch?” the detective asked.
“In the safe in his room Marchant left a letter saying that when he died he was to be buried in his garden. It also stipulates that his property would be left to his personal foundation and that I am to be the executor.”
“Not if you murdered him.”
“Your coroner will find that he had a heart attack.”
“And Grant Tillman?”
“It was a joke that got out of hand,” Lois said. “He will tell you that if you ever ask him.”
“His parents have him in a mental ward. You drove him mad with the torture.”
“He will corroborate what I say. I wanted to excite our sex life by having him brought to me like that. He knew about it but Frank and Javier must have scared him. They fought back in self-defense.”
“Do you expect me to believe this horseshit?”
Lois smiled and closed her eyes simultaneously opening them on an endless shoreline. Marchant was standing under the shade of a palm tree looking at her. He was smiling, fading into darkness like the Cheshire Cat. Grant was seated at the waterline looking into the distance and into himself at the same time.
“So you think that you’re going to walk out of here scot-free?”
“You have no idea what I’m thinking, Detective Astor,” Marchant Lewis said through Lois’s lips. “If you did you wouldn’t be able to sleep for a month of Sundays and you would kiss your children every time you saw them. You’d go back to church and beg your God for forgiveness. I am beyond you and your crimes. I don’t need lawyers or policemen, judges or congressmen. I am a law unto my selves and sooner or later you will bow to us.”
Lois couldn’t read the emotion on Astor’s face and Lewis didn’t care. They sat together in the metal frame chair, bound as Grant had been; chained because Lois was deemed dangerous after her fights in the communal cell. Now they kept her in a padded room and used five guards to shackle her before bringing her anywhere.
“Do you want a lawyer?” Astor asked, sidestepping the crazy talk.
“When the time is right.”
“The public defender can appoint one.”
“Grant will bring me a lawyer,” she said. “He will defend me. He will tell you that it was all a joke, that Javier and Frank are innocent.”
“You tryin’ to get a section eight?”
“She is too young to understand your reference, Detective,” Lewis uttered through the young woman.
“She?”
“Can I go to my cell now?”
*   *   *

ALONE IN HER CELL, with Marchant off somewhere in the tropical forest and most of the others redefining themselves in her mind, Lois sat in the sand with the coyote at her side wondering how she got there.
Much of her mind was defined by intricate patterns rather than straightforward thoughts and the rest were metaphors in the sky and sand and sea.
Can I be me? the sky wondered.
Have I been sundered by the might of his mind? the sea hissed.
Lana C pressed her muzzle against Lois’s ear making the human giggle. She stood up and walked out onto the ocean, the soles of her feet barely sinking into the water. She could feel the cold between her toes knowing that she couldn’t sink; that this was her world as once God had called up a universe.
This thought made her wonder.
She loped back to the shore and picked up a branch that she knew would be there. With this piece of driftwood she drew an outline of a man. Using Javier’s great skill she created the two dimensional form perfectly anatomically correct. Then she fell to her knees in the moist sand and began caressing first his face and then his chest and on down. As her hands moved what came to be known as the Intention traveled through them. A face appeared and a form that was both strong and lithe. His sex was ample but not overly large; his legs could run for great distances. His fingers were long, a pianist’s hands, and he was smiling, a fully made man sunk in a perfectly fitted hole on the shore of an infinite beach in a land that had no name.
“Orrin.” The name came to Lois’s lips from somewhere deep inside her psyche.
She understood at that moment this world was perfect because it was a product of her unconscious mind; that this man was perfect because he was what she had wanted long ago. He was olive colored and not wholly Asian or Negroid or Caucasian. He resembled the man that had died on her grandparents’ farm during the war. So he was an American.
“Lois,” he said.
“Yes.”
She was naked and he was on top of her, inside of her, hovering above and slowly entering then withdrawing, kissing her neck softly and saying her name.
The orgasm grew slowly, slowly. His breath smelled like a teacher she once had in the third grade. His skin was both taut and supple and his movements were designed to drive her crazy.
When she finally came it was with wild abandon. Her heart felt as if it might burst and her muscles ached with cramps from her desire to crush him to her and to run. When it was over she juddered, vibrating violently. As the intensity began to abate he leaned over as if to kiss her ear and whispered, “Again.”
“No. Too much,” she said. She could feel his erection hardening and the muscles tensing. His breath was coming faster and for a moment she considered turning him back into sand.
“You can’t do that, Lois,” he whispered. “It will isolate you from your own mind. It will make you into a rock.”
The passions flowed again and Lois gave up to them. She had never been so satisfied or so loved, so helpless and overpowered.
She fell asleep and when she awoke Orrin was gone. She saw his footsteps in the sand disappearing into the bank of trees where Marchant was no doubt watching.
The sun was setting. Lois sat up and wondered about all the people and strange creatures that she might create. The mortal goddess, she mused. And could Marchant and Frank and even Lana C create people, places, and other creatures inside her mind?
“I am the universe,” she pronounced, “but still there are laws and urges to govern me.”
The sky jostled and Lois opened her eyes upon five guards in full riot gear. She smiled and rose to her feet sated by Orrin’s lovemaking and astounded by the fact that Lewis’s Datascriber had started the creation of a whole new universe.
The guards shackled her hands and feet and the chains on her hands to the chains on her feet. Then they guided her to an interrogation room where a young white woman in sharp business attire and Grant Tillman awaited her. Lois was guided to a chair and chained to that chair. She accepted this treatment with equanimity. She was a huge black man in a slight Asian frame, a gangbanger from the barrio who expressed himself through the heart of a French-Arab urchin child. She wasn’t even human and, as the people around her slowly, necessarily came to notice her abilities, how could they not fear her?
Grant had lost weight, twenty pounds at least. His skin was pale and his eyes haunted. He stared at Lois as, for the first time, a child sees his mother’s extraordinary countenance.
Lois smiled for him. She gazed deeply into his hurt eyes and shook her head in admiration for his survival. She knew, from the Grant inside her mind, that this transition would be the hardest on the young white man. In order to become part of the Co-mind one had to submit to it. White men in general, and Grant in particular, saw submission as a weakness and so fought it beyond the limits of their ability to strive.
From talking to him in her own mind, in the cell in which she was held, Lois learned that her own submission was a strength. She learned from Marchant Lewis that carrying the load demanded by others built endurance and even a kind of genius.
And so she stared into Grant’s eyes exuding empathy for his internal struggles. The police thought that the pain Grant felt came from the kidnapping but really it arose from the internal struggle the millionaire put up against the will of Marchant and Lois. There was a chance that he would die from the desire to be free of the will of others.
“Are you listening to me, Ms. Kim?” the woman was saying.
Do not let this woman touch you, Marchant said in Lois’s mind. There’s something wrong with her. She is not for the Co-mind.
“Excuse me,” Lois said a little confused by Lewis’s frightened tone. “What is your name?”
“I already told you.”
“I wasn’t listening.”
“I’m Grant’s lawyer, Jenna Urdé.”
“Oh. And are you some fancy high-priced lawyer?”
Jenna smiled in a predatory manner.
“I usually charge a great deal of money for my services but after hearing the medical reports I offered to represent Grant gratis.
“I advised him against this meeting but he told me that if I didn’t come he’d bring in another lawyer. I am here to represent his interests.”
“And I am here,” Lois said, “in here, to represent the interests of an entire world.”
Jenna stared at Lois with deep interest. The lawyer had lustrous brown hair and olive-colored eyes. She was beautiful and bright. Lois found herself wanting to merge with her. She imagined them on the sand, on her beach, maybe with Orrin naked and compliant, for a change.
No, Marchant said. He was standing behind her, his ghostly hands on her shoulders.
Why not? she asked in her mind.
We are not slavers or ravagers, not seducers. We have a job to do, a purpose to achieve. You are the fulcrum of the Co-mind and in that position you must be above the hunger in your belly.
Who is the master? Lois asked the ether.
I am the fount not the captain or the overseer. From my mind comes the stuff of our project. Do not, Gooseberry, turn water into chains.
These last words reverberated in Lois’s mind. She realized that she loved Marchant, that he was the life preserver she had come upon almost by mistake floating in the wreckage of the modern world.
But you told me not to touch her, Lois mused. You said that even before my fantasies appeared.
She is dangerous, Marchant replied. There is something wrong with the way she holds herself, her eyes … 
“Ms. Kim!” Jenna Urdé said.
“Grant, have you come to help me?” Lois responded.
“Y-yes.”
“Have you told them that the kidnapping was a joke?”
“I have.”
“Have you found a suitable property for our pod?”
“In Arizona. There was a small community development project there that fell prey to the real estate crash. If you have Marchant’s money I will add mine and we’ll be able to start our own community there. We’ll be able to expand to a population of fifty thousand in five years.”
“What are you talking about?” Jenna Urdé asked.
“Have you told her that she will be representing me?” Lois asked Grant.
“She knows.”



 
FOURTEEN
SIX MONTHS LATER 117 adults had purchased 612 houses in World’s End, the name they gave to a failed real estate development, on the outskirts of suburban Phoenix. This consortium of property investors all had one thing in common: their houses were connected by a private fiber-optic network and they each had a Datascriber hidden in the base of their landline telephones.
This real estate development was in a valley that had only one entrance. That roadway was monitored twenty-four hours a day. Grant Tillman ran the real estate office and only those passed by an ethereal board were allowed to buy.
At four o’clock each afternoon (Monday through Sunday) everyone but the rotating road sentry approached their flat tin-pan DS Machine and gathered with all the members of the Co-mind. Marchant Lewis took the head of the imagined Round Table and Lois Kim sat by his side. Other than this ceremonial structure, there was little of a recognizable hierarchy among the 120 humans and 31 animals that made up the future of mankind.
The first order of business was always each member reuniting with their cellular selves that had been distributed, growing the minds of others. The experience of life in this manner made every day nearly five months in duration. The separate selves had harrowing and transcendent experiences in the minds of coyotes, pigs, parrots, and other humans. Overnight people learned French or algebra or how to play chess. Humans experienced flight and animals saw patterns through human eyes that no philosopher would have ever imagined.
The Afternoon Merge included three people, along with Marchant Lewis, that had died within the past half year. These members showed no sign of waning and had chosen specific individuals in which they could store the sum total of their psychic experiences. It was decided early on that most animals and all children would be excluded from these meetings. Children because they could be molested and seduced so easily and animals because they died too soon and would ultimately overrun the population of the Co-mind if some limit were not placed upon them.
After the period in which individuals reunited with their other selves complaints of mistreatment were heard and some people were allowed to withdraw their presence in others’ minds.
The final piece of business was the perpetual planning phase. This was where new members were suggested and new communities around the globe were planned. At these times Marchant would stand above the ethereal congress and exhort them about the new world he was hoping for. He was the mouthpiece of the Co-mind while Lois was the structure, but all the others were the flow of ideas and information and it was rare that anyone was chastised or punished. The nature of the Co-mind had to include the ideas of all its members.
Drunkenness and drug addiction were abolished naturally. Mental disease, even in the diagnosed mentally ill, was nonexistent.
For Lois the meetings were like the coming together of a great choir; or maybe a convocation of choirs that sang in different languages and were comprised of different species. Ideas moved like music and personalities like characters in an opera. There were no physical barriers to limit the range of expression. Men burst into flames, literally, expressing their love. Women grew into towering trees sheltering the ones that they lived for. Individuals became armies with a singular intention and beasts pondered great texts scrawled across the sides of mile-high cliffs.
And then there was the notion of time. There was no limit to space in the Co-mind and, contradictorily, no need for physical motion. In any afternoon meeting Lois had time enough to converse with everyone and all of her selves in the minds of everyone else.
Each night she made love at least a dozen times with various personages in the Co-mind. She flew with a thousand birds across vast bodies of water and climbed mountains with Strongbow, the resident ram. With some women she became a man for them, loved them, set up a home that either stayed or dissipated with the new meeting.
Kormok, the black bear, was maybe her best friend among all the residents of World’s End. His senses were keen and his ideas cogent and broad. They spent what felt like years climbing the cold heights of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. She had never imagined such strength or tenderness. Some days they would lay in the sun taking in all the scents for miles around; Lana C darting around the outskirts, afraid to be too long in the presence of bears.
The Co-mind went on forever and the vestiges of individuals, it was postulated, could last for centuries; and each hundred years would be experienced as ten thousand. There was little conflict because the minds shared a space together. There was, as of yet, no Other, only being.
And together the members plotted a world where every adult and a member from every sentient species would be together without the false separations due to religions or genders, races or nationalities. World’s End would put a stop to the strife and needless worries, the reality TV shows and the sexual frustrations, the prisoners and wardens of the world.
*   *   *
EARLY ONE THURSDAY morning Lois got in a car with Grant headed for San Francisco. They were to meet with Jenna Urdé at the prosecutor’s office. Grant and Lois didn’t talk much on the ride. They had drifted apart in the physical world. He had fallen in love with Cosette and Marie and they all lived together. Lois had regular conversations with Grant in her mind (and his) and she remembered these talks with a certain fondness but there was nothing to say on the long ride to the California coast.
*   *   *
THE STATE PROSECUTOR, Trent Cartwright, met with Lois and Jenna in a large corner office on the fourth floor of the justice building.
“You can be assured that we will convict you for one of these crimes, Ms. Kim,” the heavyset and rubicund prosecutor promised.
“Grant Tillman says that it was a joke that got out of hand,” Jenna Urdé said with little emphasis.
“What about Marchant Lewis?”
“He stipulated in his will that he wanted to be buried in the backyard. And your own coroner has ruled that he died from a massive heart attack occurring from natural causes.”
“The burial was illegal,” Trent said, grasping for some purchase. He was older, maybe sixty. Lois was thinking that a proficient and committed prosecutor would be good for the Co-mind in order to resolve disagreements among the fluid membership.
“Ms. Kim denies having anything to do with the burial. She’s obviously too small to have done it in her own and you have no physical proof that she was involved.”
This is the world we live in, Gooseberry, Marchant whispered in Lois’s mind. Justice based upon alienation and punishment. There is no search for truth or meaning. There is no desire for love.
Do you love me, Marky? Lois inquired. Her mental tone was familiar and friendly.
You are my shelter from the storm of the world, my child, he replied. I am because of you. All the others huddle together and fuck and talk but you are busy creating cities and populating them with magnificent beings both flawed and beautiful.
Lois had used every free moment to create a vast metropolis named Antilla in the depths of her mind. There were millions there: humans and centaurs, metallic men and women and angels that had fallen from the uppermost reaches of Lois’s mind. She seemed to be the only one who could create a lasting edifice other than the animals whose worlds were immense and immutable—permanent in a way that only instinct could inform.
Most of Lois’s time was spent as the pedestrian queen of Antilla. She wandered the avenues talking to her subjects and leaving them to their own devices.
Most days she’d go to a small and shabby house in the middle of a large garden at the far western tip of the city. There Marchant Lewis lived. Instead of a desk he had a great, slowly rotating, globe floating before him. He studied the sphere making his plans for the domination of Earth. This small imagined house was the hub of the Co-mind, the center of the scheme to destroy the myths of man.
Many days Lois, the queen of Antilla, would sit next to Marchant, watching as he figured out how to get his agents into the religious, political, and criminal centers of the world. He would bring the edifices of mankind down around their ears and then harness the genius of Earth to go out beyond the stars.
I will need your help this afternoon, Lois thought.
It is a mistake to take her. She is wrong. Something about her tastes of metal, of something alien.
I will do it without you, she told her mentor.
No, he said. I will be there.
“Are you listening to me, Ms. Kim?” Trent Cartwright said.
“Can we leave now?” Lois asked Jenna.
“Certainly.”



 
FIFTEEN
GRANT LEFT LOIS and Jenna to see his parents in Berkeley. He had wanted to admit his aging parents into the Co-mind but had so far been turned down by the group. It was likely that they would be allowed admittance when they came nearer to death but at this point they didn’t have any evident talents that would benefit the Revolution of the Sublime.
Lois and Jenna went to a coffee shop near Fisherman’s Wharf waiting for Grant to come.
“I don’t think that Cartwright will try anything else,” Jenna was saying. “His only hope is to get you to confess to something or to find new evidence. Stay out of his way and you won’t have anything to worry about.”
“Thank you,” Lois replied gazing at the olive-eyed barrister. “I never doubted you.”
Jenna hesitated, swiveled her head twenty degrees so that she was looking at Lois from the corner of her eye. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”
“What?”
“When you and Grant, Mr. Tillman, talk to each other it seems like, like theres’ some other conversation going on elsewhere, like you can read each other’s thoughts. And he seems to defer to you even though we both know that kidnapping was for real.”
Lois reached into her purse and came out with an aluminum tube that resembled an overly long and slender one-cigar humidor.
I have a bad feeling about her, Marchant Lewis whispered on a breeze. She is not like anyone I have ever met. Not pliant like most minds.
You don’t know everything, Marky, Lois thought sharply.
But I know more about the subtleties of human nature than do you.
Ignoring the reprimand Lois addressed the lawyer. “Grant asked me to give you this.”
Jenna looked at the tube for a moment, not reaching out.
“What is it?” she asked.
“It contains the answer to your question.”
Jenna took the tube and turned it around in her hands.
“Where’s the top?” she asked.
In answer Lois reached into her purse and grabbed an identical remote Datascriber that she had constructed with Marchant’s help. This new version didn’t need fiber optics; it instead used a modified short-wave signal that transferred data from one mind to the other.
The effect was instantaneous. The next thing Jenna knew she was sitting at a table in the center of a huge white room. The walls were so distant that they were hard to make out. The floor could have well been infinite and empty white space. And sitting across from her was no longer the small and arrogant Asian woman but a humongous black man wearing an oversized purple jogging suit.
“What happened?”
“We are now of the mind, Jenna Urdé.”
“Who are you?”
“Marchant Lewis.”
Jenna looked closely at the man’s face. It was similar to the photographs the prosecutor had submitted for evidence to the grand jury.
“You’re dead.”
“Yes,” Lewis said, “in the corporeal sense. I have died but my mind lives on in Lois Kim’s and, beyond that, in the vastness of the ever-growing Co-mind.”
“Where is she?”
“She’s watching.”
When Marchant uttered these words Lois became aware of herself perceiving the white room and its inhabitants. Sometimes in her mind she found herself to be pure awareness without the distracting sense of self.
“What do you want?” Jenna asked. There was a smirk on her face.
Marchant frowned and Lois felt, for the first time what Marchant had been saying, that there was something different about Jenna—something wrong.
“We are the Co-mind,” Marchant began.
“I understand,” Jenna said, cutting him off. “You have found a way to bring minds together, to unify those that have lived in isolation and the tyranny of remote space.”
Lois could see a transformation beginning in Jenna’s form. This shouldn’t be possible. A newly inducted member had never exhibited such power before. Jenna’s form was turning semiopaque and amber. She rose in a flowing motion and Lois began a mad rush toward her.
Marchant found in himself the essence of the black bear Kormok and reared on his stout legs to meet the attack of Jenna’s other, inner, self. But before the bear/man could move the amber creature struck.
Marchant/Kormok was down and the fluid hands of amber were constricting his throat. This was all symbol and metaphor but Lois knew that if she didn’t act her friends would die. Somehow Jenna’s hands had found all the cells in Lois’s mind that held the memories and nature of Marchant and Kormok.
Lois buried both of her hands in the tacky fluid of Jenna’s back and squeezed with a terrible strength born of the will for survival. At first this seemed to have no effect but then, after long moments of no-time, Jenna screamed and turned to Lois.
The face was extraordinary. It was crystalline and reddish, immobile and yet filled with the emotion of hatred.
“What are you?” Lois cried struggling to keep the monster’s hands from her throat.
“I am stronger than you,” the thing that was Jenna growled.
“What are you?”
“I am just born and older than the oldest edifice of man.”
“What is your name?” Lois cried, begging and fighting for her life.
“Call me Urdé,” the creature said. “The age of ice coming to drink the life from your marrow.”
The creature called Urdé reached out for Lois but then somehow missed. Now that Lois, known in future generations as Lilith, knew the power of Jenna’s hidden self she kept moving her focus from one place to another, avoiding the deadly grip of amber. She could see the bear Kormok running into the white distance.
“Who are you?” Lois screamed.
“I am Urdé,” the creature said as she lunged again missing Lois by psychic inches. “I was born in the moment that you snared the fool woman into this place. I have been on this primitive rock for ten thousand thousand years moving from host to host without a mind or purpose. I am the seed of something your feeble minds could never imagine. We are here and you are soon to be forgotten.”
Forgetting—the greatest threat to the Co-mind.
“Are you from Earth?” Lois Kim asked her mind expanding behind the blind of language.
“I am from the sky. I was the seed of a thought but now I am fully mindful. I will control every soul of every being in your world and we will go forth into realms that you poor, snuffling sacks of skin could never even imagine.”
In the distance the white expanse was darkening.
“But why?” Lois asked, stalling, transforming.
“Why does the child crush a bug? Why does the beaver build his dams?” Urdé asked. “But more to the point why do you consume the flesh of life?”
There flashed through Lois’s mind the image of billions of mindless human bodies staggering down alien streets, building a great silver ark. Above this tableau was a plane of pure thought where beings of infinite size dropped mathematical equations in various edible forms on planets throughout the galaxy. In this plane, as in her mind, time turned in on itself and extended. Ten million years was nothing to these alien beings, these concepts. They would have forgotten Jenna’s psychic parasite but would welcome it when it had taken over the Earth and brought its slaves out into the void.
All life on Earth with flesh and mind would be enslaved to Urdé.
The darkness was overcoming the light and Lois realized that this might be the final metaphor of the Co-mind. She leaped at Urdé and buried her hands deep into the thick fluid flesh. She squeezed the alien psychic body with all her might imagining death. But Urdé fought back covering Lois’s ethereal body with her viscous liquid form.
The darkness in the distance was overcoming the light. Lois felt the cold that Urdé promised seeping into her soul. She renewed her battle against the alien being, the invader, but she was aware that she didn’t have the strength.
“Give up,” Urdé whispered.
“Only in death,” Lois hissed thinking, even at that seminal moment, that the phrase was silly, overly dramatic.
“Your death will be my victory,” Urdé said and the darkness rolled over them.
Lois girded her mind against Urdé intending to harm the Other as much as possible before she was overcome. But then she began to recognize images in the tumble of awareness that surrounded them. It was not her loss but Marchant, embodied by Kormok, bringing all the members of the Co-mind and the fabricated citizens of Antilla to her aid.
Javier, wielding two machetes, was the first to attack Urdé. After that came Kormok, Andro the Mechanical Man, Windstar with her crystalline wings, and hundreds of others.
Urdé grew to the size of a six-story building but the members of the Co-mind and the rest of the beings of Lois’s creation continued the attack.
Many were destroyed in their places in Lois’s mind but they wore down the alien being, the Other, until she was the size and shape of a tennis ball. Just as Lois prepared to use her last bit of psychic energy to destroy the alien equation Marchant appeared before her.
“We cannot kill this being, Gooseberry.”
“We must.”
“No. We do not know if she was the only one among us. We have to study her, learn more about her origins and powers. We shall isolate her in a place in your mind where she cannot escape.”
All around the city of Antilla was in ruin. Dead bodies were strewn about, destroyed by the surprise attack of the mind demon.
“What if she escapes?” Lois asked her eternal boarder.
“We must isolate ourselves from the Co-mind until we are certain that this cannot happen. We will communicate with them by letter and e-mail. We cannot chance even coming into proximity with them.”
“So in the end it’s just you and me here in this place that doesn’t even exist,” Lois said, not unhappily.



 
SIXTEEN
AND WITH THAT she opened her eyes. She was back at the table. It didn’t surprise her that Jenna had fallen from her chair, onto the floor, dead. The seed called Urdé had grown to fully occupy Jenna’s mind. It was not aware but it was everything inside her.
We have passed the first test toward world domination, Marchant whispered.
You are a monster, Lois responded as people all around ran to help the dead lawyer.
I am what I am, Marchant replied.
For some reason this soothed the young woman. She rose from her chair and walked out into the daylight planning even then the rebuilding of the world.
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