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Thus conscience does make cowards of us all…





  
 

1. Impact

Saru awoke in a crater, with her skin gently glowing gold, fading on and off, like a child’s nightlight. Drops of rain tickled down on her face, and she held her mouth open, aching with such thirst that the acid burn of the water tasted sweet and fresh. Memories nagged her consciousness, a laugh, and a scream, and the shriek of wind in her ears as she fell through empty air, and then an explosion of pain and light as she struck the ground like a meteor. She picked herself up and flopped onto hands and knees, and crawled from the crater onto the cracked and broken asphalt of a parking lot. Her knees and shins scraped, a joyous, heavy wet of blood. Alive! I am alive! She rose to a totter, bare feet cutting on the broken glass and trash—the carpet of America—and stutter-stepped away.

She came to a gas station, with a dazed teller staring at a wall-mounted screen. The screen showed fire and death, corpses charred and flaked, melted cars and buildings and streets merged together in fornicating shapes. A glossy reporter yammered updates: Terrorist attack. Philadelphia. Thousands dead. Hathaway Security declares state of emergency. Bodies ran from the flames to fizzle in stillness, and the camera quickly panned away, showing the flames piling into the night sky, flames beyond the mastery of human intervention, that would go only when they had eaten their fill. 

Saru watched in disbelief, her brain struggling with all its might to disconnect her own actions from the death and destruction on the screen. It’s not my fault. It was an accident. I was doing the right thing! Standing with Ria, floating above the city like a Goddess, their actions had seemed so right, so righteous. The UausuaU was evil, it must be destroyed, and any who stood in the way of that goal were justifiable collateral damage. But now, on the ground, in the human world, it was clear that the people caught in that fire had nothing to do with the UausuaU, and were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, or had the bad luck to rent an apartment over the cathedral of an alien death God.

The teller’s gaze swung over to Saru, taking in the mud, the blood, and the nakedness, and he ran over and draped his coat over her shoulders. He sat her on a hard plastic bench, and gave her food and coffee, but the flames laughed their accusations from the screen, and Saru could keep nothing down. She showered in the hose and then looted the bare shelves for clothes—baggy trucker jeans, work boots with nylon socks, an XXXL shirt with a bikini-clad woman, and a knife that she tied around her waist with a length of rope. The teller watched Saru as she stole and Saru glared back, and the teller did nothing, returning his gaze to the screen with the burning city. Saru walked out and started down the road, a road, any road leading away from the fire and her guilt.

Faded billboards leered advertisements for obsolete products, their voices whispered and robotic. Antique signs tilted from the roadside, pointing to the ruins of Atlantic City, and the other mythical ghettos of New Jersey. Saru walked for seven years or days, or an hour, maybe, a red glow and the billow of black clouds at her back, the fires of the burning city forming a false dawn until the real sun peaked over the horizon. In the haze her road came clear, a threadbare, ill-treated double band of asphalt, with beards of grass poking from the cracks. A smell was in the air, a chemical tang, grating against the vessels in her nose and lungs. Was it the natural smell of New Jersey? Or the smell of a city and all its woman-made ores and oils burned to dust? Philly was close—close enough to smell? 

There were trees on either side of the road, but she couldn’t call them nature—white, pale, scraggly things with limbs like snaking spears. Blood pines, she recalled from the feeds, and they earned their name, oozing blood-red sap, a sweet, stinking scent that fought with the chemical wash for first place in the wind. They had evolved or been engineered as traps for the elzi, who came to lick at the lyingly nutritious sap and found themselves impaled on the sharp white limbs, their thrashes sliding the limbs further into their flesh, catching more scraps on more limbs, so that their moisture and minerals dripped into the soil and fed the tree. Saru saw that bones hung from many of the limbs, bones white from age or still brown and black, and some with full flesh being ripped by flocks of crows that cawed and flapped and flew in masses like living shadows from pine to pine. Silver crowns hung from the branches, implants robbed of their hosts, flashing at scattered catches of light, beckoning like fairies.

Saru walked, and the blur of sun spun overhead and then down again, sinking, leaving only the false dawn of the inferno at her back, seemingly undiminished by the distance of her shuffling feet. Overhead flew planes, blues and whites drawing quick vapor trails across the sky. She jerked her head away, let it loll dumbly to the ground where there was only bitumen and rocks and tufts of weeds, and the scrape of her stolen boots. She shared this view until the darkness lifted and the slightly less dimness of dawn came again, more haze over more smoke and smog. 

She tripped and fell flat, not even bringing her hands up to slow her fall. There was a moment of suspense, and then a prickly, concave agony, and then nothing.

  *

Hands, grasping, shaking her, rattling the blood sponge in her head. Hands, grasping too hard, nails into her skin, pain dueling the pain in her head, brutal whip master of survival: wake, wake up, you bitch, you’ll not die on my watch! Eyes drawing in the light, the rays of the false dawn, night again, and a darker splotch filling her vision, the head of an enemy pinning her to the ground. 

A screech (her own) and the familiar rage, hot, frothing, liquid joy thundering through her veins, and the coming-along strength. Saru thrust and flipped over her attacker, sending it sprawling, and then she whirl-dragged herself to her feet to squat in a fighting crouch. Her attacker squatted too, mimicking her stance, and they circled one another.

“Tampons! Half off!” her attacker screamed, and lunged forward. Saru took the force of the hit, dumbstruck by the battle cry, and almost fell onto her back. She wrestled against the attacker, who was grappling and squeezing her in a bear hug. 

“Tampons! Half. Off,” the attacker gasped, and then her grip loosened and she wandered away and began to limp in circles. “Tampons. Half off? Pads too. Fifty percent. Only until Friday. Tampons. Half off.” She repeated the mantra, pitch and tone changing like an absent-minded professor pondering some far-flung theory. “Tampons. Fifty percent. Friday.”

Saru’s eyes drew in more light, adjusting to the dark, and she saw the implants jutting from the other woman’s face, what looked like parts ripped from a hair dryer hammered into her skull, the bizarre mess of electronics that marked an elzi. But the elzi spoke! And her eyes were open and seemed to see, at least the one eye not ruined with rot, and that one eye stared at Saru as the elzi paced and muttered about tampons.

“What?” Saru’s voice was a croak, the word choked out like a pill stuck in her throat, like passing a kidney stone through her lungs. It felt like she had never spoken before, and never wanted to go through it again. “What do you want?” she asked the elzi.

“Tampons!” The elzi screamed, charging Saru again, and grasping her arms. She looked up, one eye crazy, pleading, begging. “Tampons, half off?” A whisper, a desperate sound that said “Help! Help me! Help me please!” And then she let go and sprinted off the road, charging into the forest. The elzi slammed into a blood pine, branches bursting redly through her back. She shuddered, and twitched, and the twitching slowed, and she hung still.

  *

Saru reached a wall, a massive white smoothness cutting right through the road and towering above the blood pines to her left and right. There was no gate or opening. She staggered forward and placed a hand on the wall; it was cool. Her reason pulled itself up and got to work: wall, wall, wall in the road, what did it mean? She looked up the wall and found herself staring right at the bright blur of a noon sun, and she closed her eyes and let herself slide down the wall until she was crumpled in a scrap of shade, a pile of sticks and bones. The road was private; it led nowhere anymore except to the wall, the boundaries of an estate, a latifundium like on the feeds, with pretty porcelain men and women in clothes that cost more than her life, and an army of interns to serve them. It was a senator’s estate, or a tech estate, or maybe the summer cottage of some Hathaway exec. With implants she could check the map, sneak into the Wekba and poach the files, discover who lived here and how to get through their giant privacy wall. But she had no feeds—all her implants had burned away in the light of the Blue God—and she was tired. She looked back down the road the way she had come, and knew it was impossible to go back, that she could sooner scale the wall than turn around. 

Saru stood and her stomach growled. With one hand on the wall she steadied herself, and then, keeping her fingers tracing against the stone, she walked into the forest. The branches of the blood pines scraped at the wall and at her skin, and she found herself ducking and hacking with the knife, and sometimes just stumbling by, leaving rips in her shirt and jeans, and fresh cuts in her thighs and arms to sting and force herself into a semblance of alertness. The elzi dead were thicker here, some trees covered and dripping with dead so they looked like bloody ice-cream sundaes. The buzzing of flies and the cawing of crows was louder too, and also the grunts and mutterings and whimpers of the dying elzi. 

“Amniospurt,” came a whisper in her ear, and Saru whirled to come face-to-face with a dying elzi, hung upside down, skin white and blood trickle-dried like paint on a clown. “It’s the only sports drink,” he whispered as though confessing a crime, “made with real amniotic fluid. Bacon fish tacos at Gibblies. Try our secret Mambo Sauce…” he trailed off into a gurgle and then died. Saru stared at his body, and then up at the tree, a tall, tall tree, with many hanging bodies, and a top just over the wall. She grabbed the dead elzi’s arm and tugged, and then yanked, and the crows fled in a great cawing and flapping, and the body hung firm. Inch by inch, grasping for dear life, she pulled herself up onto the body and to the beginning part of the limb that was thick and not as sharp. With her knife she hacked away all the little branches threatening her throat and wrists and eyes, and then dared to stand and feel about for the next sturdy hanging corpse. Bones knocked together to form hollow-wood claps, and the branches scraped one another to form a rain of clicks, and the implants, hung and rusty, clinked against one another in high, sweet, metallic tones, and that was the music of her ascent. 

At the top, hands stinging and bloody, forced to grip and slip and grip again at naked branches, she leaned and looked over the wall, and saw nothing but shimmering gray, like electrified fog. It could have meant many things, but there was no doubt in her mind it was a cloud shear, and on the other side of the gray there were no bloody trees with bodies, cracked roads and dead grass, and gray-black haze, and air that every breath you knew was one suck closer to early death. 

Saru’s hand flopped and grasped about for a means to lower herself over the wall, but there were none, which she had already known. She felt herself slipping, grip breaking again on the thin, sharp branches, feet tottering, and she let herself fall, slumping forward. Her stomach landed on the top of the wall, and forced out her breath with a clack, as her teeth cracked against one another. She swung her legs over and mounted the wall like a dragon she was trying to fuck, and there she lay and caught her breath, and maybe took a nap, folding her palms under her belly to staunch the flow of blood. Now inside the electric grayness she caught snatches of blue sky and green fields, like she was a ghost caught between worlds. When the blood on her hands had crusted into a crunchy glove, she began the process of lowering herself over the other side of the wall, to eventually hang by her fingers and then drop. For almost a second (one Mississipp—) she fell, cartwheeling, chest scraping against the wall, and then landed with a thud.

   *

Saru lay for a while, trying to figure out if she was dead or not. The ground was soft and appeared to be carpeted, and then she realized it was grass—thick, green lushness tickling up at her and not unpleasant, like the grass in the Gaesporan forest. It was so different from the sidewalk and “park” grass of Philadelphia—no bits of broken glass, no condoms or needles or cigarette butts or miscellaneous dead animal, with no elzi grazing on them. It would be dangerous to lie so still so long in the grass she knew, unthinkable. 

After a while she tried to move her head—staring at the grass was losing its charm—and found that she could at the price of unhurried pains traveling down her spinal cord. More welcome news. She turned her head to the side and saw color, color as far as she could see—hazy reds and blues and yellows in lines against the green, like a quilt. She realized the lines of color were flowers, more flowers than she had ever seen or could imagine would exist, and they hurt her eyes to look at. Turning more she saw blue above, unmarred except for the clouds, which were a pure, perfect white, like rich-people toilets or Hollywood teeth. 

And the chirping and buzzing of birds and bees and all those weird animals, she remembered now what that sound was. And shouting, a human sound, that she knew all too well, she was herself a champion shouter. From her sideways, tilted-world angle she saw men running towards her, heavenly angel men in white shirts and pants that just looked so soft, and they were all taut-muscled and tanned. She imagined their tans had come from the sun itself, their skin drunk and blushed on natural light, and then she wondered if maybe she was dead after all.

The angel men milled around her, talking to themselves in indecision. She stared at their muscled calves and ankles, and at their fine, canvas sandals. A glance down her own body showed some child’s drawing of a person, the legs scribbled out at jagged angles, and the arm too long and doodle-bent. It was too much to look at, too much to think of the consequences of so many broken bones so broken. A doctor, you pricks, take me to a doctor! What is there to talk about? But she knew she was trespassing, and dirty, and looked like something from hell, and they were deciding whether or not to put a bolt in her skull and throw her in the compost.

One of the men knelt and studied her face, turning it from side to side, and then he felt the bicep of her right arm, which was alone in its unbrokenness. Then he put his hand in her mouth and felt her teeth and gums like he was examining livestock, and then he stood, returning to the Godly world of his friends, and they decided her fate. If she’d been able to move her jaw she would’ve bitten off his finger.

Two more men came running with a magically floating stretcher, which they placed next to her and then rolled her onto, causing a mess of pops and cracks and squishes that were almost worse for her to hear than the pain itself. And then they lifted her and bore her like a queen through paradise. She saw more flowers, and trees of every kind—trees that spiraled upwards on thin trunks, and trees with glutted trunks like row homes, and trees with all kinds of fruits dangling from their branches. There were apples and bananas and peaches…and other mysterious sex organs, all plump and rich like little bankers on the vine, swollen with juice, arrogant, and they made her angry. There were gardens within this garden, a misted valley around a lake, with trees that had branches like hair drooping into the tea-stained water. Bridges and paths wound over and around the lake and its nurturing rivers, leading to houses that looked like Sinomer pagodas, with carved dragons in shiny woods that roared out rare and expensive.

Everywhere in the gardens were beautiful people in brightly colored clothes that were loose and swishy and showed their smooth, fine skin. Or they wore nothing, naked men and women roaming and running through mazes of bushes and shrubs, playing tag and catching one another, and play-wrestling each other to the ground where their playing turned to more. Old and young, men and women, of every size and color, dressed and nude and costumed, laughing and playing and fucking like a wet-dream circus…where could she be?

They passed a golf course and a forest of high trees with drum thumps and tambourines echoing out, and smoke rising in rings from the middle. They passed a lake with a yacht and people water dancing, tiny dots in the distance. There was a roller coaster, and a Ferris wheel, and a carousel, and a bar up in a giant tree with a hundred swings dangling from its branches, and more beautiful people laughing and swinging, their long hair flowing in the breeze. Saru began to notice the mark then, a branding of some kind in electric ink, a circle with a fancy H in the middle. It was on the necks of the men carrying her stretcher and on their wrists. It was on the thighs of the naked girls as they strolled by, breasts jiggling in the sun. It was on the foreheads of the men in uniform, the squatter, plainer men tending to the lawns and clipping the hedges, washing the boats and serving wine at the bars. Some carried truncheons clipped to their belts, and some carried more—nerve wands and silver pistols that gleamed in the sun, and Saru wondered how much death per second could pour from such expensive weapons.

A sound like molded air, and a glimmer in the distance that grew quickly into some sort of flying boat. It pulled alongside the huddle of men bearing her stretcher, and Saru saw it was a flying carpet, decorated with a maze of geometric designs. A mob of beautiful people sprawled across the carpet, laughing and drinking from golden cups, and, in the center of the carpet, on a throne of rose gold, lounged the most beautiful woman Saru had ever seen. Her skin was black pearl, smooth and shining, body lithe, and a face of perfect mathematical symmetry. Her hair tossed and flowed and shifted hue from gold to crimson in adaptation to the motions of her head, so there was never a wandering strand or a flawed angle. Her eyes too shifted from crystal blue to green, and also the color and fullness of her lips, which wore a smile that showed everything in this world was hers to command or disdain. 

“So,” the woman spoke, in a voice of honey and wine. “This is the source of our commotion. Bring it closer.”

The men obeyed, so quickly it was like their own bodies were extensions of the woman’s, tied by reins of invisible nerves. They lifted Saru up with a bump, arms extended straight overhead, kneeling so that Saru was eye level with the woman in the throne. 

“Hmmm…” the woman mused, a dubious note. “What does our consigliere think? Shall it be kept?”

A man in a plain caji suit stood behind the throne. His face was pretty, and strange in a way that was familiar. His eyes sought Saru’s and lingered, and it seemed to her they stayed that way for a very long time, and that words were passing between them, sliding like drops of water down a thread of spider web.

“Yes, mistress,” he said at last. “This one will prove…entertaining.”

“Excellent!” the woman clapped in delight. “Entertainment! This place is so dreary. Have it mended. Then bring it to my chambers for presentation. The fools must fetch a carpet. If it expires they will be whipped.”

She tossed a hand in the air and the carpet sped away. 

Now the stretcher-bearers treated Saru like a treasured vase. Another carpet sped their way, and paused, hovering, next to them. This carpet was not nearly as fine, and Saru could see from her tilted-world vantage that underneath were rows of white-glow circles the size of coasters. They were gravity mirrors, each more expensive than her Cadillac, more expensive than any car she could imagine—though her imagination was broken from the fall and the bizarreness of her surroundings, and from never having been that great to begin with. The men laid her on the carpet with soft hands, and the bristles nipped her skin, and the world became a blur as they flew. Glimpses of more orchards and gazebos, hedge mazes and sporting arenas, and she was sure she saw a herd of unicorns galloping in the distance through bosomy hills, or maybe it was the tugging of dreams against her pain-sapped consciousness.

It was going dark when they reached the palace, and also the coast, speeding down a stone pier that extended far into the ocean. Waves crashed against the pillars, and lapped at statues of goat men, and women with the heads of dogs, and women holding snakes and apples, and other fantasy. The water as far as Saru could see was clear and not black with chemicals or choked with the vomitus algae of the lakes she knew, and there was so much of it, disappearing to infinity. She had seen oceans before, knew what they looked like from the feeds, but to be near one and to see it with her eyes, her real eyes, and to feel the weight of it around her in the air, and the spray, mist across her skin, and the smell of salt—it brought an odd, familiar sensation that a part of her had lived here once and called it home. The sun was a wavering orange, hanging above the waves, and it left a stain on the water. In that shimmering light she saw life and motion, and the motion formed a pattern that was almost words. It was like the song of the UausuaU, but it spoke of the Earth itself, and of cold nights, and snug burrows, and many living things all part of one another in some way large or small.

A hundred alabaster rectangles rose before them, stacked seemingly at random, like a pile of shoeboxes, no visible supports other than the hairpin pylons of the foundation, lifting the whole display above the waves. Coming closer she saw that the boxes were lined with darkly tinted windows, entire walls of windows glimmering with the light of the dying sun, and above it all a flower-stem tower, petals in the clouds, casting a gentle sweep of electricity in heartbeats across the sky, flickering back the smog and dust and pollution of the world. A cloud shear larger than the one on the Vericast tower, large enough to cover Philadelphia, or even more—the whole of this one woman’s private land. 

They flew into a hangar, though with marble steps and chandeliers, and shiny wooden walls. Carpets came and went, fancy carpets filled with beautiful revelers, and simple throw rugs with the uniformed, grim-faced enforcers. Her carpet parked in a row of similar carpets, and Saru hiccup-chuckled to herself at the white lines of the parking space, and the lousy job her captors had done settling between them. They carried her through a side door, away from the bustle of the hangar, though still with many servants running to and from, and she saw other uniforms for other duties, and one man in a floppy chef’s hat. It was not so decorated in the servants’ corridors, but it was clean and carpeted, and as nice as the nicest hotel Saru had ever paid to stay in.

Down the halls through many twists and turns they went, and doors that opened at waving hands—security clearance embedded, she supposed, within the skin, or eyes, or most likely in the brands that all the servants wore, the ruts of their allowed passage spelled out in certain detail. The room where they laid her down was a hospital of sorts, quiet, with dim lights and gentle beepings, low ceilings like a parking garage, and with the same, stark cement for a floor. She was flopped onto a bed with wheels, and then rolled to a tank like a furnace with green bubbles for flames, and many pipes and coils like roots spreading out into the shadows behind. There were other tanks like this one, many of them, and she saw bodies floating in them, eerie, sleeping forms, bobbing gently, with a variety of wounds sealing up before her eyes. By far the most common injury was the red trench of a whip lash, the labial flaps of torn skin drawn and stitched whole by metal shrimp crawling across the bodies, jaws lapping at the wounds. The sight filled Saru with dread. 

There were other machines too, furnaces for real, half circles of red and yellow along the wall, and they ate bodies by the dozens, the dead and failed servants, recycled into heat. Hunched figures in white cloaks stalked the hospital, their faces covered so thoroughly with implants they looked themselves like metal shrimp or elzi. They hovered over the wounded and dead, probing with laser scalpels and syringes, and tickling sensors, ushering some bodies to the furnace, some to the tank, and others to unmarked doors that let out gusts of muffled screams when opened. Saru saw up close the skin of the men that bore her, and that their every hair was raised, their flesh in anxious bumps. 

The men helped one of the twisted doctors cram her into an empty tank, and the door closed. Her heart roared out in panic and a scream dribbled up from her tattered lungs. There was no air in the tank, and through the glass the world was warped, and the nightmare of the human creatures outside was magnified a thousandfold. Liquid squirted from tubes in the bottom, thick and oily like shampoo, and cold and tingly like mouthwash, and in every way unpleasant. Saru rocked herself as she could to avoid it. The liquid came and came, gushing, and gelling, and rising, up around her neck, her lower parts numbing against its touch, feeling it ooze into her cracks and pores and openings. It rose above her tilted-back, chin-up head, and battered its way into her mouth and down the tunnels of her nose and throat, into her belly and lungs, writhing through her guts so that it hugged her both inside and out. The numbness drew through her skin and into her muscles and bones and sheltered organs, and one by one the pieces of her body disappeared to any sensation, like she was being carved and swallowed by nothingness. She saw the metal shrimp swimming towards her in swarms, crawling across her skin and digging inside with the needles of their many legs, so their heads could bury deep and feast upon her bones. Then the nothingness reached her head and closed around it, and she was gone. 

  *

Saru awoke on one of the stretcher beds, a sudden, electric-shock wakefulness. She gasped, sucking down the dank air with the greed of the nearly drowned, and then leapt to her feet, crouched and ready to fight. Another electric shock, emanating in fiery waves from her thigh, wobbling her knees and then dropping her to the floor. She saw then the burn on her thigh, the melted-flesh circle of the brand that all the interns wore, the circle H and the source of the electric pains. She howled and leapt from her crouch at the nearest doctor, and the pain raced up to her brain, where it echoed like a tolling bell and grew and grew, so that her vision shook with its vibrations, and her legs spasmed like skewered insects, and the blackness filled her head again, her few seconds of consciousness swallowed by pain.





  
 

2. Captive Feedback

This time Saru awoke in a different room, a small room all to her own, with bright colors on the wall, in a bed that was by far the most comfortable she had ever known. She did not leap to her feet in rage, but instead studied her surroundings, and her body, which had changed. Slowly the idea came that she was whole, no cuts or broken bones, and even better than she had been before. All the scars from so many ancient slashes and brawls and trips and tumbles onto broken bottles of rum had grown into pale lines, barely visible against her skin, which seemed smoother and less freckled. Her nipple had grown back too, and it seemed her breasts were more alert. Her hair was longer than she had ever worn it, a rich, subtle red that was no product of dye or her own genes.

Saru stretched and felt the quiver of muscles bent to work, and it felt better than she could have ever imagined, a slow contentment, cat-like from neck to navel, to heel and toe. She stretched for hours, maybe, and then drew back the luxurious white sheets and stood. A robe hung on a peg on the wall, one of the brightly colored robes of the pretty people. She put it on and shivered at the comfort, admiring herself in the full-body mirror mounted next to the peg. The fabric was scant, revealing the brand on her thigh, but it warmed her and felt as good as the embrace of the feather bed. A pair of the fancy sandals sat under the mirror and she slid them on. They felt like tiny clouds.

The door opened and the strange, pretty man from the flying carpet walked in. He stared at Saru, eyes going straight for hers, not even a glance at her tits or thighs or the tease of her short-ass robe. That told her all she needed to know.

“You’re Gaesporan,” she said. Her second guess was robot. 

“Yes,” he said, and his voice confirmed it, a velvety, not-quite monotone, matching the clockwork rising of his chest and blinks. He studied her, not like other men with the hope of wetting their cocks, or like the angel men who had judged her like a piece of farm equipment. His eyes were distant to all that, not really caring about her body or her face, but the movements she made, and the way she stood, and the angle at which she held her chin. 

“You are Saru Solan,” he said. 

Saru stepped backwards in lazy, ballet steps, and grabbed a handful of sheet, tearing it with a tug. 

“Sorry, I don’t know who that is,” she said, stalling. She smiled, a movie-star smile, wide and plastic and empty of humor. Her hands worked at the sheet, tearing and wrapping it tight around her forearm, and wrist, and palm, layer after layer so it was almost a cast. Yeah, that’ll do.

The Gaesporan watched, expressionless, and she realized that for a man, a creature like him with chump change in the way of emotion, this was damn near close to nervousness. He didn’t know what to do—didn’t have all the answers, for once. Yeah, how do you like it, asshole? How do you like being kept in the dark all the time, the big dicks upstairs playing with your life on a string? It’s not fun, is it?

He seemed to make a decision, but there was a slowness to his words—not deliberation—more like he was reluctant, hedging his bets. And she realized too that these guys sucked at taking risks and making moves in the dark, and she could see in her own dislike of them the shared dislike of the Blue God.

“I would like to take you from here,” the Gaesporan said, and Saru snorted at the “would like.” She was in a real shit position, but something had him scared, and he wasn’t giving orders just yet. “This place is not safe,” he continued.

“Sorry,” Saru said, making her smile as wide and dumb as possible. “I still don’t know what you’re talking about.” And where will you take me, eh? Somewhere ‘safe’? Back to your boss? Back to get debriefed and disappeared? Back to stand trial for blowing up half of Philadelphia? Pass.

“There is a complication,” the Gaesporan said. “You came over the wall. By law you are now an intern, and the property of the Hathaway family.”

“I’m not anybody’s ‘property.’”

“Legally—”

Saru slammed her wrapped arm into the mirror. It shattered and the shards fell around them, springing up and biting her bare legs. The Gaesporan threw up his arm to shield his face and leapt away—the first awkward motion she’d ever seen one of them make. Then he straightened himself and looked down at his bare feet, cut and bloodied, spreading a Merlot stain across the floor. Saru fished for a right-sized shard of glass and then sat cross-legged on the bed. She tossed a pillow to the Gaesporan so he could staunch the blood—there, I’m a merciful God—but the pillow just bounced off his head and fell to the floor. 

Saru tore off another few strands of sheet and braided them tight. She bit down on the braid, tucking back her tongue, and then looked down at the H brand on her thigh. Okay, you can do this. Deep breath. And again. Okay. With a quick—don’t think about it!—motion she stabbed the shard of glass down and forward under the skin, screaming and biting on the braid. The Gaesporan made a noise, maybe it was words, maybe it was even a shout, and she screamed more and worked the glass in circle. With a final scream she jerked out the glass and ripped away the branded circle of skin like it was a giant scab. She fell back on the bed, soaked in sweat, clamping the remaining sheet to the wound, the blood soaking through, more sheet, more blood, and she let out a gasping laugh liked she’d just been fucked senseless. Another scream, bit-off, spitting out the braid, tears in her eyes, a, aha, aha, ha, oh God the pain! She had nothing, no drugs or booze or analgesic implants, no Quick-e-Set or instant sutures. Oh fuck, oh fuck, the pain!

At last she got enough sheet on the wound so it didn’t become bloody-tissue wet, and the heaving in her chest slowed and slowed, and the pain resigned itself to piercing convulsions up and down her leg, and a cold, sick pit in her stomach. Not bad. The Gaesporan was looking at her horrified—real, true, human emotion on his face like he’d been shocked down into flesh and blood. Welcome, welcome to the club. In his humanity, he looked young, very young, almost a kid in a too-big suit. She tossed him the other pillow, and felt something that might have been sympathy or gas. 

“Your feet, your feet,” she gasped.

He gaped, and then grabbed at the pillow and stepped onto it, which made him look even more like a kid. Don’t touch the floor, the floor is lava!

The door opened and a guard poked his head in—his turn to gape. He looked from the kid standing on a pillow to the woman having the mother of all periods and his lips wobbled in failed attempts before he managed, “Is everythi—”

“Leave us!” the Gaesporan bellowed, part menace, part kid faking a dad voice. The guard was gone, door slammed, glad to not have to have anything to do with the situation. Saru tried to laugh but it came out a gasp. With more gasps and groans and a few Jesus-Fucking-Christs! she sat up and tied the last of the sheet tight against the wound. A red dot appeared but it didn’t spread, and then she wobbled over the side of the bed and limped to the door. 

“Where are you going?” the Gaesporan asked. He tried to step after her but his foot winced back against the glass on the floor, and he fell onto his ass, letting out an oomph. Saru watched this, soaking in the triumph. So much bullshit, magical lights and death rays, people dying and coming back to life, big pits of bodies singing choir together—it was nice to see one of these jerks act human for a change. She yanked open the door, pleasantly surprised that it did indeed open, and then shambled down the hall, smoothing out her limp, so it traveled like a wrinkle up her skin to rest in the grit of her jaw. There were no cries from the Gaesporan for guards, and no one ran after her or grabbed her arm, or, hell, even seemed to notice her at all.

The plan—more of a notion, really—was to limp her ass to the hangar, steal a carpet, jet over the wall, and fly like hell. The problem—problem one of hundreds she could already see emerging—was that her plan was incredibly stupid. She had no idea where she was going and none of the doors were marked. And why would they be? Everyone in the estate was networked, that much was clear from the brands, and with their implants they had maps and signs and autopilot AIs that would take them where they needed to go with a thought. And without so much as a Net feed herself she couldn’t hijack their access or even see what they saw. She was trapped, trapped in the physical world, with the primitive toolbox of her ape brain. 

Eventually—guided by a tracing hand and the dodging of crowds—Saru found herself in a wing that must have been for the residents themselves. She’d followed a gaggle of laughing interns, ducking through the door with them and then losing them at the first chance. Now she roamed hallways that were wide enough to drive down, and they were deserted. The carpet was a lush crimson, with tangled depictions of forests and fruits. It covered caramel marble that rose in carvings two feet up the wall and transformed without a seam into dark wood of equal extravagance. Light came from chandeliers, church-height above, with wrought faces of curly-haired babies and golden overlays, so the light came out in patterns like aristocratic disco balls. Paintings covered the walls, old paintings, portraits(?) of distinguished men and women in dresses and suits, beautiful and proud, and going backwards in time through what Saru supposed were the most fashionable clothes and skin colors of their ages. Eventually the men went from caji suits to ancient choke-ties and blazers, and the women wore plain dresses with no threaded electronics or cutouts for their nipples, and they both wore pale and boring skin. 

One huge painting hung in a room all to its own, and curiosity forced Saru to investigate. The man in the painting looked like a fat baby with many chins and a red face, and he wore an expression of self-satisfaction that nearly brought her to punch the canvas. The caption read Paul Thomas Gibca Bush Hathaway, Fourth President of the United Estates of America. Something clicked in Saru’s mind, the name coming up from memory—wow! good old-fashioned brain cells, no implanted storage. Paul whatever Hathaway was a Founder, one of the Founders, the Founders of America. Saru recognized the face, remembered it staring up at little-kid Saru from a school screen with that same masturbatory smugness.

His was the face of money—money beyond the most jealousy-or rage-provoking displays Saru had ever seen on any feed. Money beyond Eugene and Friar and even the Gaespora buying skyscrapers on a whim. It was the kind of money you needed new numbers to count, the kind of money that couldn’t ever be turned into enough cash or solids, the kind of money where your blood turned to holy water and your farts imploded the market, and vices turned to eccentricities, and laws became pigpens to keep the scum off your lawn. That woman on the flying carpet was a Hathaway, a great-grandchild or something of a Founder, and heiress to one of the American Estates. How much of the country was her personal property? Ten percent? Thirty percent? Fifty percent? More? The situation—already high in desperation—suddenly took on a whole new casting of hopelessness. This woman was literally a law unto herself. There was no appeal, no finding a player and calling Eugene, no bribes, no trials, no fucking the judge or death-threat technicalities.

Idly, Saru wondered if she’d been hasty in carving out the brand (fuck it still hurt) and ditching the Gaesporan—her best friend in the whole world at the moment. She could play ball, accept her new life as an intern in, frankly, the nicest place she had ever seen in her entire life—way, way beyond what she could have guessed was possible in terms of niceness. There didn’t seem to be too much work involved, not much expected of the pretty people here other than to eat and drink and play and fuck—hell that was Saru’s end goal anyway. But it was a fantasy. She couldn’t take orders—even if the order was to drink and fuck—couldn’t play the part of a servant, couldn’t look down at the ground in subjugation, couldn’t mumble apologies, couldn’t take a whip lash without putting her heel in the slaver’s neck and laughing as he choked. She needed out, needed to get back to the real world that made some goddamn sense, where the people were ugly and pretty in depressing proportions, and chumps wore brands on their clothes and not their skin. A nice cage was still a cage, and what was comfort if she couldn’t choose to throw it away now and again?

Saru wandered on—more rooms and hallways with paintings, and now there were objects on display, works of art, she guessed, that she was too dumb to appreciate. There was a big white marble man with his dick hanging out, and one whole wall with a painting in black and white with childish people and horses, and there was even a huge stone head that looked like a cartoon. Saru actually kind of liked the cartoon head, but it was trash, it was all trash, expensive trash, and nobody was even looking at it besides her. The most important thing there was a sword with a shiny blade and a bejeweled handle. She expected an alarm to go off when she grabbed the handle and swung it around—oh damn, it was heavy—but no alarm came. She waited, hidden, in a corner by the door for some guards to run by and have their heads cut off (maybe), but they never came, thank God. And then she realized it was fear that kept the servants away from these parts—or maybe some sort of electric fence in their implant brands—and so there was no need for an alarm.

The wandering brought Saru to a door, the biggest door yet, a cathedral door of carved and painted wood, and brass knobs the size of her head. She touched a knob and then gave it a warm-up flick, and the doors both swung open, smooth and quiet like magic. The room beyond was dark except for a silver glow that she recognized as the useless, lying stars. She crept inside, sandals making a soft fuft shwip against the plushness of the carpet. All around were dark shapes, and through the transparent walls and ceiling was the sky, massive, and rather than her peering up at it, the sky seemed to peer down on her and judge. Saru found herself stepping forward to stand in the center of the room, feeling the presence of the ocean surrounding, hearing its gentle crash, far below.

“John, is that you?”

A voice, the voice of honey and wine, and ever-bored command. Saru darted left and then right in slapstick indecision, and then stood still where she was, crouched with the sword held before her, as the lights came on and she was exposed. 

The mistress lay on a bed of pillows, propped up, naked save for her golden rings, like a shard of night fallen to Earth. She looked regal, Godly, even, except for the expression of shock on her face, an expression never planned for by the armies of plastic surgeons and body modders that had sewn her beauty, and it looked like a mask, bad-fitting and ugly. 

“It was not summoned!” the mistress screeched, the voice too now broken, exploring new realms and registers of displeasure. “It will leave at once!”

Saru allowed herself her own moment of shock, and then dropped the sword point to the carpet. She leaned on the sword a half second before nearly falling over.

“Are you talking to me?” she asked, pointing a finger at herself.

“John!” the mistress screeched. “John!”

This was a surprise to Saru. The word she would have chosen was “Guards!” But it made a strange sort of sense. The woman was an heiress. She’d never in the whole of however many years she’d been alive had to do anything for herself. And now, faced with an unexpected inconvenience, she couldn’t even call for help herself. 

“John! John!” she screamed, and then, pointing a rage-shaking finger at Saru, “It will be whipped! It will be destroyed!” 

“Shut up!” Saru said. She stalked over to the mistress, who scrabbled back on the pillows. The mistress screamed and screamed, not even able to make words anymore, a little-girl, tantrum scream of demanded ponies and dropped ice cream. There was an echo of soft footsteps and the Gaesporan appeared in the doorway, huffing and sweating, feet bandaged, more human than ever. He tried to say something, but it was swallowed by a huff. The screaming continued, a dentist-drill sound in Saru’s ears, driving her mad, more torture than the carved-out brand.

“Shut up!” Saru grabbed the mistress, hard, and the mistress flailed as though being murdered, and screamed louder. The screams rattled through Saru’s brain, caused her teeth to grind together and her breath to come in angry grunts. She shook and the screaming continued, supersonic now. Saru screamed back and raised her fist, and socked the bitch right in the cheek. 

It wasn’t a hard punch, as punches go, more of a tap, really, just something to get her attention. And it worked, too. The mistress shut up. The screaming stopped. It was quiet for a nice, long second. The mistress looked up at Saru with wide eyes, like she was newly born, seeing the world for the first time. Her eyes grew even wider, beyond shock, beyond surprise, like she was learning lessons in discomfort that most people draw in slowly over the course of a sad, hard life, all in a single instant. A tear trickled from her eye, and then another, and another, a waterfall of tears, and her mouth wiggled comically, and then opened as far as it would go in the shameless bawl of a child. Saru let go and stepped back, mesmerized. The cry continued, broken by a sucked-in breath, and then resumed, and the tears flowed free. Her hands balled into fists and pounded against the pillows. Her feet kicked up and down like she was swimming, and still she cried and cried.

Saru felt a tickling at her brain like something magical was at work, the same tingly sensation of the Gaespora pulling one of their tricks or the hips singing to one another. It was faint, and metallic, and she felt that she was sensing the Net itself, the artificial connections between humans, mind to mind, and that here, within the Net of this estate, these cries were heard and felt by all. Saru stepped back again, and the Gaesporan, “John,” presumably, stepped forward, so they were side by side. He too stared at the crying woman pounding and flailing in her feather bed, his expression a new achievement in horror, a new personal best, blowing away his red-ribbon attempt hours earlier when Saru had mutilated herself. And amidst the horror, a disgust, like discovering his wife had herpes or his best friend was a pedophile. Saru glanced between the two of them, enjoying the lessons they seemed to be learning, and then made a decision.

“Hey, hey!” Saru snapped her fingers in front John’s face. “We gotta get out of here.”

“What?”

“Getting me out of here? Remember?”

John looked at her as though dazed, head drawn back to the crying mistress, not seeming aware of anything else.

“Yes,” he said, vaguely, almost cheerfully, like a man with a brain injury being offered an ice-cream cone. “Yes,” he said again.

“Well, come on!”

Saru grabbed his hand and pulled him into the hallway, dragging him in a random direction until he anchored himself and switched their roles, guiding her straight to a furnished elevator the size of a small house. They stood in the elevator, not speaking, staring straight ahead, listening to a tropical melody. The doors opened on pandemonium, the garden turned to hell. Servants ran back and forth, screaming and whooping, slamming into walls and changing direction, or stopping suddenly to fall and cry and pound the ground with their fists. Fights erupted and ended and erupted again, kisses turned to bites and ripped-out tongues, hugs became chokes, the guards tore off their uniforms and danced about, bashing skulls at random with their clubs. Bands of men on flying carpets raced and collided with each other, and laughed as they tumbled to the ground dragging broken and twisted limbs, attacking each other with croquet mallets and tennis rackets. A fire burned in the distance, the great tree-house bar with the many swings now a torch, and the screams of horses rose even above the shrieks of the madmen as the horses galloped through the crowds and were tackled and ridden or tripped by giggling, crying, bellowing fools. Saru stood frozen in the elevator.

“What. The. Fuck.”

John watched the scene coolly, not the tick-tock, engine-idle cool of a Gaesporan, but a human cool, like he understood exactly what was happening and wasn’t impressed. 

“The brands,” he said, not turning his head to look at her when he spoke. “Everyone here is connected—connected to her.”

His words swam by like fish in a tank, and then one by one they settled into the muddle of her consciousness and gave meaning. And she understood. The interns, all the men and women, and—oh God, was someone protecting the children?—were networked together and tied to the mistress through the Net. Saru hadn’t been able to figure it out—why have all these useless servants frolicking around your gardens? Why have them drunk on wine and fucking one another? Why put them in pleasure boats and carousels and stuff them with fine cheese and fruit? Was it patronage, philanthropy? Were these people just toys or pets that it tickled the mistress to pamper?

No. All their joy and all their pleasure, all their orgasms and thrills flowed up through the Net to deliver themselves to the mistress like a drug, like an opium hose of ecstasy she could turn up and down at will. Saru had seen it done with two people, one person sharing the sensations of another—if you want to fuck your friend’s wife without her knowing. And she’d even seen it done with three people and thought it was mad, a risk and an expense far and beyond the reward of experiencing two whores licking each other out. But to network a whole town, a whole city of people and wire into their every carnal pleasure…it was beyond mad. Beyond indulgent. Beyond the whoring and stealing of crackheads, sky chasers murdering for one night’s taste, torture fetishists shoving pins up their cocks. It was beyond any form of fix seeking or depravation Saru had ever seen or could conceive of. Friar’s words came drifting back, when he had stood on the desert island in her mind and told her the UausuaU appeared as monsters only because that’s how they saw us. And in her mind’s eye, Saru saw the aliens a universe away, peering down at Earth through their alien telescopes, and watching this woman drag all the joy and thrills of others into a single needlepoint of personal bliss. 

John reached over and took Saru’s hand. He led her down a path, away from the madness and the fire and the screams. He was saying things, saying it all would end soon. She nodded off cue, missing his points. Vaguely, Saru noticed the ache in her thigh had dulled, and she wondered what would have happened if she had kept the brand. There was a rustle in the bushes. A woman leapt at them wielding a grapevine like a flail. John blocked the attack and knocked the woman out with a sewing-needle zip of fingers along her pressure points. The path widened and then took to the sea, rising on its own pier over the restless waters. Spray splashed like spit against Saru’s face, wind tangling her hair. The pier ended on a white, round perch, and on it sat a plane, a silver, winged drop of mercury. John ran a hand along its surface and lines appeared that became doors unfolding. He helped Saru inside and she let him. Inside, the walls were invisible, so they sat in lazy chairs above nothing, in silence with the sky above. John took the controls with sure hands and they lifted off, hovering slowly, and then zooming faster and faster towards the blurring sky, to burst through the electric beat of the cloud shear, and mingle among the stars.





  
 

3. A Vertigo of Stars

They flew above the roil of black smog, so high it seemed like on tippy toes the stars could just be touched. The color in the night sky had been a shock, and now too the motion, the twinkle and tear-drop flashes of shooting stars—rare and wondrous on the feeds, but now so common Saru had run out of things to wish for. There was music there in that sky, in those billion lights so still and frenzied at once, and she could hear the light as it sang out, each point with its own voice, some blue and clear, or low and red, and all in harmony. Looking down at the endless smear of gray, she saw the Earth was in a prison, cut off from the light, and motion, and music of the universe. And she wondered if it was a prison of fear, because the music was loud and there was so much, and though it was beautiful it was not nice or easy or catchy like a Pop40 tune. Or if it was a prison of laziness—smoke sent up to the heavens, infinite until they filled, and then there was no better place to put the smoke. Or if it was simply the natural way of things, that a planet wrapped itself in filth to hide from the rest, like a possum limping off to die alone. 

The plane had a bar, a luxurious bar with cute mini bottles that Saru suspected were made of real diamond, and the vodka within was so smooth and sweet it was like drinking diamonds themselves. Saru took a long gulp before confronting the Gaesporan, tilting back the bottle and emptying it, relishing those final drops of perfection. Her vision swam nicely. 

“Your name’s John?” Saru asked.

“An interesting question,” the Gaesporan said. “It was John. Maybe it’s different now. But call me John.” 

This was off to a bad start.

“Hi, John,” Saru said, lolling into a dumb smile. “I’m Maggie.”

“You may conclude your deceit,” John said. “I know you are Saru Solan. You reek of violence.”

“Oh?” Saru said. “You don’t smell so great yourself.” Her hand travelled to the hilt of the sword. John followed the movement out of the corner of his eye.

“There is no need for that,” he said, archly. “I wish you no harm.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Saru said. “And the funny thing is afterwards I always wind up almost getting killed. So, John. How do you know my name?”

“I belonged to the Gaespora,” John said.

“And you think that’s an answer?”

“Please,” John said. “You share a margin with a God. You know how we plumb their mysteries. I have dreamt of your face. I have heard your music in the stars. I know everything and nothing about you. The Gods speak plainly. But they speak in the language of Gods. It is the burden of mortals to divine their meaning.”

“That’s some damn convenient bullshit,” Saru hissed. “Did you see my name on a feed?”

“No.”

“My face?”

“No.”

“No mentions at all?”

“I have seen you in no feeds, letters, telegrams, palimpsests, urns, icons, or facsimiles,” John said. “You are known to me as you are known to the shared consciousness of my erstwhile brethren, through the being that lives within you. I felt that you were a worshipper of SaialqlaiaS, the so-called Blue God, and I searched the shared memory of the Gaespora and found your name as it was remembered by the one who speaks for us in Philadelphia, whom you know as ElilE. I learned that you had dealt with the Gaespora before, and vexed them to no end.”

“And what else did you learn, huh?”

“Little else. You see, I am no longer of the Gaespora. You freed me.”

“I freed you?” Saru said, liking this less and less.

“In effect,” John said, evenly, flat voice, expression flat—and then he shivered with excitement like he was shaking out his heebie jeebies.

“More precisely, you exiled me,” he said. “When you carved out the Hathaway brand.”

John pointed at the makeshift bandage on her thigh. The red dot of blood had widened almost to the edges of the cloth.

“That had nothing to do with you,” Saru said. “It was an implant. I didn’t want it inside of me.”

“Your connection to SaialqlaiaS is strong,” John said, with a wince. “When you mutilated yourself I felt your pain, and your anger, and…many sensations…” he trailed off, wistfully. He shivered again, and then took a breath, and gathered himself into a semblance of control.

“The Gaespora cut me off, you see. Severed. They could not risk your influence spreading. I am no longer a part of the shared consciousness. I feel very…strange.”

A tear slid from John’s eye, and then another, and he was crying. This Saru had no idea how to deal with, and so she fished around the minibar for another bottle, coming back with a beautiful, gold-hued scotch. She drank, John cried, they flew. 

The sun appeared, poking his dumb head up over the black smog, and turning it gray like ash. Saru was blinded for a few minutes, before the invisible walls adjusted, and dimmed the world around them. By the time she could see again, the sun had risen above the smog and chased away the stars. She found the empty vodka bottle, positioned it as best she could, and relieved herself—sweet Jesus yes, oh thank God. John’s head darted over at the sound, and then sprung back to fix itself straight ahead, until the tinkling music had ended.

“I apologize,” John said. He wiped at his tears. “Independence is a novel experience for me.” He held up his hand and marveled at it, like he was high as hell. And who knew? Maybe he was. “I cannot remember being alone like this before. In my own head. It is very quiet here. And also very loud. There are phantom memories. I reach for knowledge that is no longer there. In its place I find memories of my own from long ago.” He frowned at nothing, and then his face stretched into an expression of purest bliss. He laughed, heartily. “Melancholy. Sadness. Excreting water from the eyes, venting stress, mechanical relief.” He nodded to himself. The expression of bliss vanished. His features sank into misery, which hardened into resolve. 

“Options,” he said. “I do not think I ever realized there were options. They were all hiding behind the rules. So many options. Blocked by so many rules. The rules were there, blinding me, walls that hid all the options. An entire dimension of options hidden behind those walls. Then you came and you cut the brand from your flesh. I had never seen anything like it. It had never even entered my mind that such a rebellion was possible. Like an animal gnawing off its own leg to escape a trap. The shared consciousness of the Gaespora is vast, but hierarchical. Many thoughts are verboten. It should be so,” he said, assertively. “There are stupid thoughts in the lonely mind.” He knocked his fist against his skull. “Useless thoughts. Saboteur thoughts. Masochism. Rumination. Narcissism. Doubt. Annoyance. Lust. It is all stupid. And yet in that forest of stupidity was the option that I never could have seen. To cut out the brand. To escape. Your stupid thinking freed me.”

“I’m touched,” Saru spat. “But you still haven’t given me one good reason to trust your ass.”

“Trust,” John murmured. “Action nurtures trust. Reason buys credence. Let us not aim to trust one another so quickly. I believe we share a motive. You are now a batterer, a thief, and a fugitive. I am at the very least your accomplice. I desire to escape the grasp of the Hathaways, as do you.”

“The difference is that when the Hathaways catch me, they’ll slit my throat, and when they catch you, you can run and hide under ElilE’s skirt.”

“Is that what you think? I fear you gravely misunderstand the nature of the Gaespora.”

“Enlighten me.”

“With pleasure. In the, say, apple pie of American politics, there are three major players: First and most assuredly foremost are the scions, like our dear Mistress, Priscilla. They are the sons, daughters, spawn, and spores of the American Founders—those proud industrialists who built this kleptocratic utopia. The scions are the center of the pie, the delectable filling, the owners of the land, the energy grids, the water purifiers, the factories, the fabrication dozers, the Nets, the militias, and the justice systems, such as they are. Do you follow?”

“I know the big dicks—the Hathaways, obviously. The Koch-Husseins, the Anheisers.”

“To name a few. Less notorious, but no less significant, is the crust of our pie: the hidalgos. Hidalgo is a catchall term for the nouveau riche, those law-bound citizens who through luck or ruthlessness have consolidated enough wealth and influence to pose a threat to one or more of the scions. Hidalgo comes from the Spanglish term hijo de algo, ‘son of something.’ It is a signal, you see, that one of these strivers has designs to expand beyond prudence; they begin to discover noble parentage. 

“This is the friction of our civilization. When an individual achieves the status of a hidalgo, expansion can come only at the cost of the scions. Enter: the Gaespora. They are the pie pan. It is their thankless chore to keep the pie intact and uneaten. You may have seen my erstwhile brethren exert influence within the cities. I fear this may have given you an inflated opinion of their ability to guide human action. The cities and their charming denizens are the crumbs of the American pie. They have no bearing on politics. The Gaespora are few. They control no military of their own; that would render them an unacceptable competitor. When it comes to matters involving the scions, the Gaespora are utterly reliant on playing one scion against another to achieve their ends. This is accomplished through the assiduous collection and parsimonious deployment of information. Do you see now the role that I played, and the danger I undoubtedly face?”

Saru digested his words, trying to capture the point. Maybe John wasn’t Gaesporan any more, but he retained their annoying habit of speaking in riddles. She thought back to the Hathaway estate, piecing together her pain-bent memories. John had stood with the mistress, and the mistress had routed her orders through him. She’d called him consigliere. He was an advisor. A butler. A confidant. 

“You’re a spy,” Saru said, marveling at her own brilliance. And not even a goddamn implant to help. “You were spying on the Hathaways for the Gaespora.”

“A point for the detective!” John declared. “I was a spy of a fashion. A sanctioned one. Part advisor, part diplomat. The scions know that the Gaespora can communicate in ways beyond the reach of interception. They believe this ability to be the result of genetic engineering—telepathy, if you will. The scions use the Gaespora to communicate with one another without fear of their words leaving the inner circle. This ensures an equilibrium. No scion can war against another; it is impossible to gain the informational advantage necessary for victory. And most importantly, the Gaespora prevent—”

“Third parties,” Saru interrupted, her mind racing ahead of him. “You keep all the information inside the clique. You keep out the riffraff, the, uh, hidalgos.”

“Very good,” John said, admiringly. “You have a gift for politics.”

“I know filth. That’s why the Hathaways will be after you. You’ve gone rogue. You know all their scandals, and their gossip, and their tech, and who’s plotting to fuck over who.”

“Reason enough to miss me,” John said, dryly. “But there is a far greater incentive for my recapture. Priscilla is a cretinous debauchee, but her seneschals—the technocrats who maintain the Hathaway empire—are astute and pitiless. To them a rogue Gaesporan is a precious opportunity. A chance to change the rules of the game!” He pronounced this with flourish, like he was introducing a theatrical production.

“The Hathaways have an excuse to drill into my skull and discover how the mind of a Gaesporan ticks.” John brought two fingers to his temple and made a drilling sound. “Not that my brain will yield any great secrets, severed as I am from the shared consciousness, but the seneschals cannot know that. The possibility of tapping into the Gaesporan telepathy is priceless.”

“You win,” Saru said. Maybe John was lying, but that was a hell of an elaborate fib to spew on a moment’s notice. “I believe you, I guess. The prize is that now we’re fucked together.”

“Yes. Our asses are conjoined in this escapade.” This seemed to delight John, and his delight was annoying her.

“That is not a reason to be happy.”

“Forgive me, but this whole experience is fantastically new. Not to disparage my erstwhile brethren, but membership within the Gaespora had its drawbacks. Life was regimented. I do not think I was ever allowed to make a meaningful decision. Can you imagine?”

“I hate to piss on your parade, but unless you can conjure up a miracle, this ‘escapade’ is coming to a bloody end pretty damn soon. We’ve got no supplies, no friends, no allies, and the entire ‘apple pie’ of America will be sniffing after us the second that freak show back at the estate reaches climax. My plan is to crash into the woods and live like savages until we kill each other out of boredom. You got anything better?”

“I may,” John said. “First, however, you must tell me: what were you doing at the cottage?”

“The cottage?”

“Priscilla’s Jersey cottage, which we have just fled in magnificent style.”

“Oh. I was trying to rob the bitch.”

“I have been honest with you,” John said. “You could extend to me the same courtesy.”

Saru sighed. Why? Why tell him anything? And why not? This clown might be one of the few people on Earth who would actually believe her.

“I was tracking a girl ElilE hired me to find,” Saru admitted. “She was a girl the Blue God was supposed to have a margin with or something. I dunno, I was just doing it for the cash. I found her beneath the city. Beneath Philadelphia. There was a pit there, and a…creature made of human bodies…and a cathedral. It was full of feasters and monsters of the Hungry God. The UausuaU. I guess you know what I’m talking about?”

“All of the Gaespora know the UausuaU.”

“Fantastic. Anyway, the girl, Ria, she was dead, so I suppose I’m never gonna get that ten million dollars. But she came back to life so, maybe. Maybe split the difference? Five million? That sounds fair. What do you think? I guess it’s a moot point. So the girl came back to life and all these monsters started crawling out of the walls. Ria and me, well, we fought ‘em. Then this laser came down from the sky and destroyed the monsters. That’s what happened in Philadelphia. It wasn’t a terrorist attack or anything. It was the Blue God. The Blue God burned a giant fucking hole in the city.”

Saru’s stomach was turning. She remembered the joy she’d felt basking in that destructive light. How exhilarating it had been to see her enemies burn and die, how it seemed like the whole city had come to worship at her feet. 

John nodded as though her incredibly dumb story made perfect sense to him.

“Then what happened?”

Saru laughed—it was too crazy to say out loud. John was taking her seriously and it scared her. 

“Then I was flying. Not in a plane, but on my own, free, rising up on a platform made of light. I saw this thing in the sky—it was like a giant chandelier. It was taking me up, like I was being abducted, like you’d see on the feeds. I felt like I was a God, like I had all the power in the world. We got higher and higher and I started to see things. I started to have these visions, but it was more than that—like what I was seeing was real, or would be, or could be real. I saw horrible things—Philadelphia destroyed, the world burning, monsters everywhere. The girl, Ria, she had been beautiful, but she started to change, to transform, like she was turning into a monster. And I felt myself changing, like my flesh and my blood were dissolving and turning into light. And there were sounds and voices screaming at me, nothing left but screams, and they were warning me, telling me things, and I couldn’t understand. It was too much…I ran. I ran away. I jumped out of the light, into the air, trying to get back to Earth. I couldn’t handle it. I was afraid. I had to get away…and…I survived. I fell to fucking Earth and I survived! You hear me?”

She was yelling now—when had that started? She grabbed the lapels of John’s suit and jerked his face close. Her eyes were wet. Was she crying?

“I fucking survived! I fell to the goddamn Earth from space and I woke up and I was alive! Fucking alive! You hear me?”

Saru kissed John on the lips, and then screamed and pushed him away. She kicked at the dash and grabbed the sword, and swung it up so the point buried itself in the woodwork. She screamed and kicked and pounded on the dash, throwing a tantrum to rival that of the mistress. Then she gasped and lay panting, pushing her chair back all the way, so it reclined into a bed. John was shooting fearful glances at her and jerking his head away when their eyes met. Haha, that’s right, asshole. That’s what you’re stuck with now. A violent, piss-stained fugitive. A good decision you made. Delightful! Enjoooy! What a pair we make! Saru was lightheaded, disembodied almost, and her vision swam more than ever.

The racing of her heart slowed, and her panting surrendered to giggled, gasping breaths. Somehow, she calmed. She felt cleansed, as though the vast, incredible fuckedness of her situation was a relief. She was so absolutely, incredibly, astonishingly fucked that nothing she could do could possibly fuck herself more. Or anyone else. She was trapped, contained, her shit storm bottled in this tin can of a plane, unable to kill or damage anyone else—well, besides John, at least. She had reached the ultimate bottom of bad decisions, and it was impossible to do worse.

“Anyway,” Saru said, waving her hand. “I found myself in New Jersey, which at first I assumed was hell. And I just started walking. I just wanted to get away. I found this wall and flopped over it and wound up in the ‘cottage.’ I guess I didn’t want to backtrack.” She snorted.

John’s face was clouded.

“I see,” he said. 

“Do ya now?”

“Tell me more of these visions.”

“There’s nothing more to tell. I can hardly remember. It was like a bad trip.”

“But it frightened you. It frightened you so much you risked self-annihilation.”

“I guess if you have to put it like that, yeah. I wasn’t really thinking too clearly at the time.” 

“I fear your visions are important.”

“I don’t think so.”

“As a Gaesporan, the Gods often spoke to me in ways that were beyond my ken. But they never spoke frivolously. The Blue God has acted with violence. Your visions could foretell greater violence. We must find a way for you to revisit these visions.”

“We’ve got more important things to deal with,” Saru said, tersely. “The Hathaways have my face and my DNA. We need to find a place where we can hide, lay low, maybe for a long time until this all blows over.”

“These goals do not exclude one another,” John said. “I know of a place where we will be safe from the Hathaways. It will also allow you to explore your visions further. There is a complication, however. Without my connection to the Gaespora, I do not know where this place is.”

“That’s fucking wonderful!” Saru yelled. She started slamming buttons on the control panel. A blast of air hit her in the face. 

“What are you doing?” John asked.

Now it was too hot, something was warming her seat. Saru pressed another button and the walls reappeared; she felt suddenly claustrophobic. She pressed the button again and the walls vanished.

“I’m trying to find a map, GPS or something.” Saru turned a nob and the radio came on. She froze. She heard the word “Hathaway” spoken by a perky female voice. It was message, repeating, over and over:

“Welcome to Hathaway Security’s Sky Defender Service: Keeping the Skies Open for Business. Due to recent terrorist activities, unauthorized flight is now prohibited. Please direct your aircraft to the nearest Hathaway-sanctioned airport, and submit to a friendly search. Activate your autopilot now to comply. Remember, your safety is our priority. Welcome to…”

Saru turned the dial, flipping through all the radio stations. The message played on every one. John reached over and switched the radio off. 

“Ignore the message,” he said. “The scions are using the perceived terrorist attack in Philadelphia to consolidate power. If the Hathaways knew where we were they would have intercepted us already.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Saru said. “It’s never gonna end. I should have stayed. I should’ve made it easy on myself. What was I thinking?”

“The fool dwells in the past,” John said. “The fool claims to know cause, and the fool sees the future with clarity. What appears to be harmful now can be a blessing with the passing of time.”

“Bullshit.”

“Hardly,” John said, with infuriating calm. “We cannot say where your actions or my actions will lead. I was a Gaesporan. Now I am not. Who can say if this is for my harm or for my benefit, or for yours, or for others? All we can do is act to the best of our abilities, where we are, with what we know. If your mind remains trapped in the pity of the past and the fear of the future, you cannot see the opportunity of the now.”

“There is no opportunity,” Saru hissed. “We are fucked.”

“A pithy analysis,” John said, dryly. “But narrow-minded. You are as limited by the routine of your thinking as I was by the rigidity of the Gaespora. Let us dissect the information you have shared with me. The Blue God protected you. The Blue God attempted to speak with you. Do you think this was an idle deed? Even if you have no desire to explore these visions, you can make use of the gifts of the Blue God. Are you so eager to squander your powers? Can you truly not fathom the rewards of a connection to such a being as the Blue God? You can protect yourself from the violence of others. You can hide yourself. Unlocking these visions may be the key to your survival.”

Saru thought. Could that be true? Could she actually have some kind of power? The power that Ria had had? It was true her skin had shone gold, and she had survived things that definitely should have killed her. And if she could learn to control that power? Make it come at will? A shiver ran down her spine, excitement, and fear, and a note of something else—lust, or hunger.

“You know how I can do that?” she asked.

“I know my own training,” John said. “I know much of how the Gods exert their will upon our humble rock. I know beings who may be able to help you more.”

“That’s the ‘place’ you’re talking about.”

“Indeed. There is a being in particular who comes to mind, a member of the Gaespora. Her name is Tess. She is fond of humans, but shy. She lives in a dimensional estuary, a place on the margin of our world and another. It can be found only by those who can hear her song.”

“Magic shit, eh?”

“If you insist. As a Gaesporan, Tess would reveal herself to me, but with my connection severed I must find her song on my own. I need not explain the advantage.”

“No, I get it. You can find this place with your psychic antenna, and if we ever make it there the Hathaways won’t be able to find us. It’s as good a plan as any.”

“Correct. Any who could find Tess could only be allies. Then we are decided?”

“Sure. Why not?”

Saru swung her hand over for John to shake, and he did so, gripping tight. 

“I guess this makes us partners,” John said, grinning. The idea seemed to thrill him.

“Partners,” Saru said, trying her best to keep the cynicism out of her voice. Whatever you want, buddy.

Saru dove into the minibar, and, after a quick rummage, emerged with a bottle of forty-thousand-dollar Sin champagne. Her hands worked the cork, and it let out the slightest, softest, most refined, aristocratic pop she’d ever heard.

“To options!” she declared, and guzzled. She handed the bottle to John.

“Options!” he proclaimed. He took his own guzzle, which ended in a grimace, and handed the bottle back.

Saru drank and then unleashed a tremendous burp. Then she drank some more. Through the blur of her vision, she studied John. His hair had grown tousled. His cheeks were flushed. There was sweat on his brow. He was smiling like an idiot and blowing through pursed lips in a futile attempt at whistling. A random note sprang free, and his eyes flashed wide and then quizzical; it looked like he was trying to stare down the runway of his own nose. Then he was at it again, laughing and smiling as if they actually had a prayer.





  
 

4. Ben?

They flew, Saru drank. There were nuts in the minibar, and not just peanuts—honeyed cashews and things that looked like little brains. There was fruit too, dried apples and bananas, and pineapples and “figs” that looked like candy testicles. There was plenty of booze and then bottles to pee in, so all in all the flight was pleasant. From time to time Saru changed the bandage on her thigh, sucking breaths and spitting fucks as she doused the wound in vodka and staunched the yolky pus with silk cocktail napkins. John’s feet had healed, not even a scar. The black smog below remained unbroken, and the sun strolled across the sky.

John kept his eyes closed, but his fingers played deftly across the controls, and the plane flew levelly—if anything, better than it had when he was awake and manic. Saru explored the plane’s entertainment options and found the expected luxury—hallucinogenic music players, virtual-kingdom libraries, adaptive gonad stimulators, and AI pornography—but they felt too indulgent for her current status as fugitive. She fiddled with the radio dial, looking for some distracting garbage, but all of the radio stations played the Hathaway warning message, and even when she switched the radio off, the message was engraved in her memory. Her mind wandered back to the scenes of her city aflame, the bodies running from the conflagration, dropping to the pavement and twitching still. The Hathaway message played over the scene like a narration, shedding words until terrorist, terrorist, terrorist repeated like a mantra. Saru grit her teeth, and tried to think of anything else.

John’s eyes opened and he grinned.

“I hear something,” he said.

He tipped the controls forward and they plunged below the smog. They were over an ocean, or maybe it was the ocean—but at least the water went in every direction without land. John craned his neck in search of who knew what. The water was still and dead, an oily rainbow of gasoline and clown-puke algae, reds and blues and greens all hideous. An archipelago of trash piled up amidst the puke, mounds of tires and bottles and oil drums and shoes and diapers and condoms—all the shed skin of a city cast off and moved out of sight and mind.

John flew lower still, and swung around an oil platform that poked between the islands of trash. Saru gasped. What she had taken for castaway pipeline resolved itself with the nearness into a nest of gigantic tentacles. Now that she knew what to look for, she spied other alien body parts spread throughout the trash—rings of hooked teeth, processions of helical fins, throbbing bulbs, gnashing suckers and sphincters, and whirlpools that frothed with mysterious life.

“What the fuck is that?” Saru asked.

“That,” John said, “is Ben.”

“Ben?”

“Benthalias in Glish. Ben for short.”

“Christ,” Saru breathed. “What’s it doing here?”

Saru could feel the tingle of her sixth sense, that magical feeling of the aliens and Gods. She sensed the creature was aware of them in the plane, calm, yet wary, and she felt the subtle stirring of the tentacles beneath the surface, like a pigeon protecting its nest.

“Ben is a part of the Gaespora,” John said.

“That?” Saru said, with disgust. “You’re connected to that?”

“I was,” John said. “Ben is a part of the shared consciousness. He is no longer a part of my awareness, but I can hear his voice if I try.”

“He?”

“The sex is an analog.” John shrugged. “There are others like Ben with different sexual organs. Though not a dichotomous relationship, ‘he’ is most appropriate.”

“If you say so. Please tell me this isn’t the place you’re thinking of.”

“No,” John said, distractedly. “But Ben may know where Tess can be found.”

They flew lower—too low, Saru thought—and she saw more and greater tentacles, thick as subway lines, a network of monstrous ocean roots. Pale eyes as large as stadiums stared up at her from just below the puky ocean surface. 

“Is that…is that one of your Gods?” 

“In a way,” John said. “Ben is the memory of a God.”

“Looks real to me.”

“Ben is real. The universe that spawned him is long dead, destroyed and eaten by the UausuaU.”

“I don’t follow.”

“The word ‘Gaespora’ is a portmanteau. A composition of the words ‘Gaea’ and ‘diaspora.’ The worshippers of the Slow God—the hips—call our Gods the Sad Gods, but it would be more accurate to call them the Dead Gods.”

“Lovely.”

“It is,” John said, missing her sarcasm. His tone was reverent, almost loving. “The Gaespora are an alliance of refugees, the survivors of the UausuaU. They share their experiences and what sanctuary their worlds can offer. It is the greatest act of cooperation that ever was and will be.”

“How did that thing get here?” Saru asked. The creature—“Ben”—was making her uncomfortable. She sensed a familiarity, like there was a vague acquaintanceship between a scrap of her being and a snag of the sea creature. It was drunken, daydream wander-thought, but the idea that the alien below could somehow sense her presence and know her filled Saru with dread.

“How did no one notice a thing like that coming here? I think it would’ve popped up on a feed or two.”

“Ben didn’t come here,” John said. “A universe is not a place.”

“What do you mean it’s not a ‘place’? Of course it is. We’re here. We take up space. So we’re in a place.”

“Our universe has space. Our universe has place. That may not be so for others.”

“Then how does anything live there if they don’t have any space? How is Ben even here if he came from a place without space?”

It felt like they were talking in children’s-book rhymes.

“Ben is a chimera,” John explained. “He is a child of our universe and another. He is made of the components of our universe, but his growth is guided by foreign intent. A universe is at its core a rule set. Universes cannot exchange physical objects; the physics of each universe are different. The margin of similarity is the overlap between the rules of one universe and another. The only way a universe can interact with another is by sharing information—its thoughts, if you will. Each universe broadcasts its thoughts, which ripple out across the universal plane. When the thoughts strike a similar rule set, they can exert influence. If the margin of similarity is large enough, a chimera like Ben can grow and live in the host universe. Chimeras are how universes interact, how they war, how they trade, how they have sex, and how new universes are born. Ben is here by invitation, two universes willingly commingling.”

“Sex? Our universe is having sex?”

“Sex is an exchange of information. It is common between universes, and essential to the survival of the Gaespora. Universes beset by the UausuaU open themselves to one another, allowing chimera to grow within each other. When a mother universe is devoured, the information survives in the children. The Earth is full of chimera such as Ben, as are all other suitable environments in our universe. This free exchange of information forms a counterbalance to the forced assimilation of the UausuaU. It makes our resistance possible.”

“But…does that mean there are humans in other universes?”

“Not humans. Chimeras. The information from our planet may exist in other places within the Gaesporan collective, but the form of life it will take will be different from what we know.”

John closed his eyes. He kept his hand lightly on the control column, and snuggled into a pose of relaxation. He brought the plane lower, so low they practically skimmed the surface of the ocean.

Saru studied the creature below. Hi, you big bastard, how’s it going? Happy, living rent-free in my ocean? I guess this means we’re related somehow? Ben didn’t seem to share her amusement. He just stared at her with his huge eyes. She felt that this was no illusion, that the eyes below did in fact look upon her, and her specifically. She looked away, but the sense that Ben was watching her remained. 

John was still meditating or whatever. Saru watched the rise and fall of his chest, wondering what he was trying to accomplish. After a few moments of observation, she began to notice the regular pacing of his blood through his veins, the whole of his system orchestrated into a pattern beyond the maintenance of the self. His calm spread out from his body and engulfed her. Her thoughts settled, one by one, and all in an instant. Her body noises quieted—the need of breath, the tickle of skin, the urge of her sex, and the obnoxious demands of her bowels. The neural labyrinth of her gray matter straightened and smoothed so that each thought made sense and was not at all confusing or frightening or entangled with another thought. Within the silence of the self she heard Ben’s voice speaking to her. It was hate. Pure hate. And fear. The creature as large as a city was afraid of her, the puny human. It was terrified.

Saru’s thoughts tumbled back into the apeshit clutter of humanity. She found herself inside a bag of skin and bones and crunchy inputs and dribbling leakage, and the roar of her own body at work drowned out Ben’s hateful voice. 

“Fuck,” she said.

John opened his eyes. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I just…never mind. Let’s get out of here.”

“Soon,” John said.

“Could you at least fly a little higher?” she asked.

John assented with a nod, and they leapt above the touch of the waves. Saru realized she’d been holding her breath, and let it out in a sigh of relief. 

“How do you hide a thing like Ben?” she asked.

“There have been incidents,” John said. “But they are rare. Humans are penned within their cities. Their minds are slaved to the feeds. The few who have the means to stumble across a creature like Ben are the scions. They seldom stray from the playgrounds of luxury they have built for themselves.”

“No doubt that’s your doing.”

“It is a charge of the Gaespora,” John said. “A better question is why we must hide Ben and beings like him.”

“I can think of a few reasons,” Saru said. 

“Ben is harmless,” John said. “It is mutually beneficial for him to be here. Our oceans are dead. The heat and acidity and radiation that killed them forms a perfect habitat for Ben. Ben lives in our oceans, and in turn he helps protect us from the UausuaU.”

“Ben fights the Uau?” Saru said. She squirmed, feeling the hatred of the creature again, the memory of the hate still enough to make her skin crawl.

“In a way. Ben adds biodiversity to Earth’s depleted ecosystem. A robust ecosystem is a natural defense against the UausuaU.”

“You’re talking biology now? You said the margin had to do with physics.”

“Chemistry and biology are outgrowths of physics. The physical similarity in the rule set creates similarity in the biology between two universes. It is the biology of a universe that broadcasts the information, and the biology that receives that information. The Gaespora accept the information of their allies, and allow it to seed and grow. They fight the information projected by the UausuaU. This information is malicious; it repurposes the biology of the target universe.

“In our universe, some planets develop with no life tainted by the UausuaU, the malicious information finding nothing to exploit. Other planets have many species that are corrupted. A healthy ecosystem has countermeasures. A virus becomes an exploit of the UausuaU, but it is contained by the virophages of the ecosystem. A neuron becomes an exploit and is contained by the immune system of the host; or, the host is killed before it reproduces and spreads the corruption. An entire species becomes an exploit and spreads throughout the ecosystem, but is contained by diseases and predators that naturally reduce overpopulation. Across our universe is waged this constant battle. The UausuaU seeks biology to exploit, and the biology of our universe fights back. From amoebas to empires, swords to starships, puddles to galaxies.”

“‘No fight is too small’ could be your motto.”

“You jest but speak truth. A human lifetime is short, and thus our temporal myopia. A small corruption on the scale of a thousand human lives can evolve into catastrophe. Once a corrupted ecosystem develops to a technological level beyond that of the host life, it is nearly impossible to arrest the corruption.”

“And the other Gods? The living ones? The Blue God and the Slow God? Where do they come in?”

“The Gaespora neither welcome them nor fight their presence. The Gaespora allow their chimeras to grow and claim what biology they must. The Gaespora spare them molestation whenever possible.”

“Of course you do. You want them to do your fighting for you.”

“The Blue God and the Slow God are ancient and powerful beings. They share a common enemy. Gains they make against the UausuaU benefit the Gaespora.”

“But they don’t want to join your club?”

John fell quiet, distracted again, only now Saru guessed this was the distraction of introspection. She welcomed it. Her own head was spinning with his words, memories of her recent actions flashing by, arranging themselves in a narrative based on what she now knew. She read between the lines of what John had said, matching his generalities with her own experiences in Philadelphia, with the feasters who seemed to be everywhere and nowhere, with the elzi somehow connected to the Uau, with Friar who had transformed from friend to foe, and the monsters built of human flesh. It was clear John’s candidness had hit a roadblock. He was keeping something from her, intimating something he didn’t dare to say aloud.

“The margin of similarity isn’t one set thing,” Saru said, half to herself. “There’s not one margin. It’s in everything—everything has a margin. It’s a question of scale. In a cell the margin is chemicals and molecules and shit. And in a person it’s their cells and their DNA. And if you scale it up further, to the whole planet, then it’s the animals on the planet that make up the planet’s margin. And there aren’t any animals on Earth except for rats and cockroaches and us.”

The revelation struck Saru like a blow.

“It’s us,” she said, softly. “We are a margin. Our bodies. Our cities. We’re the fucking margin. The Uau is using humans to take over the fucking Earth. That bastard, that bastard ElilE—he knew there was a goddamn monster living under the city, he had to know!”

Saru thought of the pit of writhing bodies under Philadelphia, the cathedral of living flesh, and the centipedes with human torsos for heads. It was a chimera, a bastard hybrid of her universe and the UausuaU. Okay, she could buy that, the damn thing was bizarre enough—but what was the chimera doing there? Right under Philadelphia. Why wasn’t it five hundred miles away, somewhere secret? Why have your chimera in the most likely place you could ever be discovered? She had been going about it the wrong way, thinking the Uau needed to hide from humans. But no. Humans were their nectar, the petri dish in which they grew. Of course ElilE had known the Uau chimera was there. Saru had given him the benefit of the doubt—maybe he really was stupid enough to not have a clue. But again she had been approaching the whole problem backwards. She had assumed ElilE was trying to protect humans from the aliens, but it was just the opposite!

“Your job,” Saru said. “The Gaespora. Your job isn’t to protect humans. It’s to protect the Earth from humans. To protect your friend Ben here from us.”

And she understood the hate of the chimera beaming up at her from below, and the fear, not of her, but of what she could become if she succumbed to the lure of the Uau.

“The creature of human flesh you described could only have been a holodomor,” John said. “A chimera of the UausuaU. Your reasoning strikes truth. Human civilization is shifting Earth’s margin towards the UausuaU. Humans are a biological exploit. The Gaespora fight to arrest this corruption.”

“Holy shit!” Saru said. Her heart was racing. Her fists clenched and unclenched. The veins on her wrists popped taut. And on the heels of that first revelation came another:

“The thing that looked like a giant chandelier, the thing that shot a laser at the holla, hollow—”

“Holodomor.”

“Hollerdermor. Holodomor. That thing was the Blue God’s chimera, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. A scintillant. The Gaespora have known of SaialqlaiaS’s presence in this universe for some time. Its scintillants live within the radiation of our stars. They first appeared in the sliver of the electromagnetic spectrum that appears to humans as blue light. I did not know there was a scintillant growing within the light of our sun. Perhaps it was known to others within the shared consciousness.”

“Ten million bucks says ElilE fuckin’ knew.”

“SaialqlaiaS is still a great mystery to the Gaespora. There is overlap between the mechanisms of the Gods, but not enough to reach conclusions through extrapolation. The relationship between native host and chimera is symbiotic within the Gaespora. My erstwhile brethren and I strove to protect our chimeras, and they in turn protected us, and we all lent the labor of our minds to the shared consciousness. Within the UausuaU the relationship is parasitic, with the holodomors dominating their servant hosts—the elzi and the feasters.”

“Great! I could have a parasitic alien God growing inside me.”

“It is a possibility. The relationship is unknown. You demonstrate critical thinking and willpower. These are the armaments of the independent mind. Do not squander your energy on fear.”

“Yeah well—” Saru stopped. She was planning on saying “easy for you to say,” but it didn’t quite work. John had been there. He’d been part of the alien scrum. He knew the feeling.

“But here’s what I don’t get,” Saru said instead. “Individual people must have a margin with the UausuaU, right? Or else it wouldn’t make much sense that our whole civilization does. And so that means I must share a margin with the UausuaU. But I also have these magic blue eyes. And this magic flower of the Slow God.” She plucked the flower from her hair and studied it. “So I must have multiple margins.”

“Humanity lives within the Gaesporan collective,” John said. “Our biology shares margins with many beings, and the makeup varies from individual to individual. Some will hear nothing. Some will hear the song of the Slow God, and some the song of the Sad Gods. Loudest of all is the song of the UausuaU, which drowns out the lesser voices. You are one of the few who can hear the song of SaialqlaiaS. This allows you to hear the other voices more clearly. Your connection to SaialqlaiaS acts as a ward against the song of the UausuaU.”

“Then all the margins are completely random. If you become an elzi or a hip—it’s all just fate.”

“No!” John shouted, his calm shattering. He slammed the dashboard with his fist. “Fate is a retroactive narrative, a trick of the brain to condense information. It is beneath us. We are conscious beings with free will. Our biology and the accidents of our births may determine how our margins begin, but it is our actions that determine how they end. Humans are not victims of fate. We are conspirators in our own oblivion. Take care, Saru Solan, for you do have a choice, and the evil of the UausuaU is seductive.”

“Oh yeah? Well, what if I choose to ignore it all? To not have any margin? To quit all this bullshit!”

John opened his mouth and closed it a couple times. His anger sputtered out and he lost focus.

“I was a Gaesporan,” he said, half to her, half to himself. “I served loyally for years. I could have tried to rejoin my brethren. I could have stayed with the mistress. I chose not to. I chose independence.” He finished in a murmur. “Independence,” he repeated to himself, as if he couldn’t quite believe it.

He grew agitated, twitching, and tapping the dashboard with two hands, and mumbling nonsense.

“Shit,” he breathed, and jerked the control column, so their plane blasted above the smog cover. The cockpit shook with the turbulence of the maneuver. Saru looked at her lap and found to her surprise that she was holding the sword again, running her fingers up and down the flat of the blade. Her reflection was caught in the sheen of the metal, and her eyes were a searing blue.

  *

Hours passed, slogging or racing by alternatively, so that it all averaged out in the end. Neither of them spoke. Saru pored over what John had told her, trying to understand it, mostly looking for excuses to ignore it. It was all so far away from her own problems—the struggles of her species, and her planet, and the integrity of the universe. Why should she care? Why should she be the one to deal with it? Because you’re special, hon. Because your eyes glow blue, and magical flowers grow in your hair, and some aliens like the way you jive. Ha. So what? I didn’t ask for that. Didn’t want any of that. I just wanted to drink and fuck and feel good about myself every once in a while. So much for that dream. 

They came upon a break in the clouds, a golden rust circle. John plunged their plane inside, down through the column of sunlight it formed, into a desert where the golden rust became sand and the spines of dunes. Drinking from the light was a field of crystal flowers, with flat leaves nearly transparent, and silver stalks like antennas bursting up from their centers. John brought the plane so low Saru felt she could have reached through the invisible walls and brushed her fingers against the tips of the antennas. As they neared she saw that each plant was the size of a house, and the antennas at their thinnest were thicker than her waist. Insects buzzed through the crystal flowers, glowing in the sun rays, forming mesmerizing heartbeat patterns that Saru imagined were the rhythms of the plants themselves—that these insects fucking and feasting around them were simple extensions of the plants, and that more wondrous organs burrowed and carved deep below the surface of the dunes. 

John landed the plane on an outcropping of rock, what Saru hoped was a safe distance away. She followed John out of the plane, and was hit with the heat and the dryness and the stillness of the desert, a brand-new sensation among her trophy rack of novel pains. There was a smell in the air she couldn’t place, something moldy and sweet, and as it tickled her nose, images formed in her mind of a world far different from her own. She saw deserts that rose and fell, high and low, in ribbons and ridges and contours like the valleys of a brain, the sand held fast by the warped magnetism of the alien core. Flowers like these, but grander, and larger, and varied to infinity, covered the entire arid surface. John looked at her, his eyes less open in wonderment, and she saw this smell was the language of the plants, and they spoke to her with their stink.

 It was her planet, yes, but there, staring across the field that reached nearly the limits of her vision, endless crystal plants stinking words to one another and sharing touch with their commingling insect organs, she felt herself in an alien place, a tourist. She saw in her imagination that just as the great American explorers had set out in their ships and planes to colonize the inferior cultures of the Earth, so too had come these aliens to her planet, across oceans of time and space and bizarrities of physics. The time a sentient species spent alone was the mere incubatory period of its life, the days spent nurtured in the womb, and the length of its adulthood was shared with other sentient beings, all with their own ideas of how things should be, and what life had a right to exist. 

The smell in the air changed to that of death, rotted corpses, the vacated bowels of the newly dead, choking, suffocating death, so thick Saru thought she might vomit. The leaves and stems rattled, a rainmaker sound, filling the air, generating a breeze that swept back her hair, carrying the stench of death. She saw again the planet of dunes, saw the flowers now pestilent, horrid tumors and boils of pus, and living worms formed of their very nerves spreading out and stabbing into one another with infection and pain. The pus oozed from their flesh to stain the ground and they melted in the acid of the plague and merged. Their minds were bound still to the flesh, like a mess of brains sewn and soldered together, and somehow living. And from the tumors of the melding flesh came a new smell, a smell that was a picture and a sound, or a fragment of a sound, the opening cough, the orchestral warm-up of the leviathan song that wound its way through world after world to swallow all other notes within its putrid whole: uausuausuausuausuausuau…

The stink overwhelmed, forcing its way into Saru’s eyes and down her throat, to drive out tears and coughs, and clammy sweat, and bile-tasting dry heaves. Images paraded through her brain of the planet devoured, of the torture and pain of the plants, and of their vast terror at what was happening. A thousand equivalent years of the mysterious rot, their unconcern until it came and ate them all. And then it was quiet and the smell was gone. The scenes of alien death faded. The breeze had stopped. The glowing insects had disappeared. Saru stood there with John in the absolute stillness of the desert, ears and nostrils straining, and there was nothing. It seemed that the silence was a warning, a message as clear as the stink of shit to these plants, but the message passed right over her head without the slightest hint as to its meaning. 

All Saru knew was that this was still not the chimera John was looking for. It was just another telepathic red herring, the equivalent of a bad tip from a crackhead in a growing-hopeless investigation. They boarded the plane and flew away.





  
 

5. Moonlit Stroll

John was looking ragged. He’d eaten nothing, despite Saru’s attempts to shove some peanuts down his throat. The most he would allow was a sip of water that the bottle proclaimed was from a tropical island paradise—it looked familiar somehow. John’s face had grown gaunt and the wrists poking from the sleeves of his caji suit were skeletal. Shit, they hadn’t been flying that long. The best guess Saru could muster was that John’s psychic straining was burning up all his fat reserves, like an implant hijacking the body’s calorie fuel.

“How you doing, bud?” Saru asked. Her voice felt too loud. There was an awkwardness between them, a feeling of too much information on both their parts, and the only privacy they had was in the quiet of their own heads.

John opened his mouth and then shook his head. He closed his eyes and resumed his search. Saru closed her own eyes, trying to nap, but sleep wouldn’t come, only visions of bodies and viruses and cities spreading like a plague over the Earth. 

John gave a start, like an old man farting himself awake, and then made some hacking sounds that might have been laughter. He grinned at Saru, wide-eyed, and offered a thumbs up. The hack sound came again, and his lips fish-sucked up and down.

“Got it,” he dared to whisper, as though the vibrations of his voice would snip whatever psychic tin can telephone he’d found. His breathing slowed until it settled into a recognizable tick-tock regularity. He kept just the tip of his pinky on the controls, guiding the plane with soft motions invisible to her. Saru tried not to burp, and sat still as possible, so her robed ass didn’t squeak against the tiger-skin leather of her seat. Her lips twitched into a yawn, and she let it out slowly to generate no noise. After about forty years she noticed the plane was going in spirals, the sun glare switching sides. The spirals closed tight, and the plane cut through the smog, and fluttered to the ground like one of those leaves that looked like a helicopter.

They landed in a dump. An open-sky middle-of-nowhere littered with rusty oil derricks, truck bones, and chapped asphalt. Getting out of the plane the smell was a tarry reek worse than the gossiping alien plants. Saru kicked at a can. A tumbleweed of chicken wire and plastic bags rolled by in some kind of hurry, like its favorite show was on. The sky was dark with the approach of night or maybe acid rain, and the hills rimming the distance sported black-cloud afros. John was tippy-toeing around with elongated bird steps, and scratching at the ground with his feet like a chicken, apparently unafraid of the rusty nails and broken glass and tangles of barbed wire. 

“What’s up?” Saru asked him. Her voice was small. John ignored her.

Saru watched him dance around like a chicken for a while, and then found some rocks that she chucked at an oil truck plopped on its side, abandoned after whatever drunken accident or shenanigan. The rocks made a satisfying gong as they hit, almost religious, in tune with the piss-whistle of beer bottles, and the chemical incense of decay. She guessed this place had been some sort of drill hub, abandoned with a dip in prices, or raided by outlaws or a competing firm. It felt old, ancient even, a roughneck burial ground from the early Americans. Cowboys and immigrants. 

She gonged harder, launching heavier rocks and cinderblocks, then the wind picked up and brought her the sound of humming. John had scratched out a circle in the dirt and was sitting cross-legged, mumbling snatches of a Pop40 song to himself:

“You make me wanna jump and scream. You’re my favorite nasty dream…”

“Hey!” Saru yelled.

“You make me wanna cut and bleed. You’re the only one I need…”

Saru winged him with a pebble. It bounced right off his head with a wooden donk. Huh. He didn’t even open his eyes. The pop song was dissolving with his repetition, the words turning into sounds without meaning, an unending, rhythmic hum. 

Surrendering to John’s madness, Saru wandered around for a bit, killing time, kicking at hoses and gears and other technological carcasses. A wheel-less Cadillac with a hood that wasn’t complete rust slumped ass-up in a ditch, and she crawled on top and stretched. It wasn’t too uncomfortable, no worse than passing out on the streets, and the metal was still warm from sitting in the haze all day. The breeze was kind of nice, tickling across her skin, and she opened her robe and flashed the sky, and thought of other times and other places she’d lain naked with better company. The memories brought smiles and frowns and sighs, and longings to be home. Somewhere among the familiar streets and faces, the outside touches bled away, and the memories turned to dreams… 

  *

Damn it was cold! Saru shivered and yanked the flimsy robe up around her shoulders, provoking a squeak and scurry of rats. She banged down on the hood for a good long minute to make sure all the little bastards were gone, before slipping over the side and feeling her way in what she hoped was the direction of the plane. It was dark, way too dark, and she yelled every form of shit and fuck she could invent at John, who shouldn’t have let her doze off in a creepy-ass junkyard. The only light was from a sky glow (the moon?) diffused throughout the smog cover, so she could see shapes and mounds in different shades of black and almost-black. Fuck, damnit, hell, damn, John! A sandal caught on something and then tore away. She swept her naked foot around to find it and snagged her toes on a coil of barbed wire. Fuck! She sat and cut her thigh on a rusty jutting something—goddamnit!—and then wound up wobbling on one leg while she plucked the teeth of wire from her feet. An agonizing, blind-woman shuffle brought her at last to the plane, which thank God the door was still open, and she poured the last drops of vodka onto her new cuts—goddamn fuck! She slammed the door—or tried to; it would do nothing but glide gently into place—and crossed her arms and sulked. 

John was nowhere to be seen or heard, and she spent a solid chunk of time cursing his stupid ass before the anger fizzled into worry. What if he’d wandered off? Was he coming back? Should she go look for him? But it was cold outside. And what if he hadn’t gone anywhere—what if he’d stubbed his bare toe on a saw blade and bled himself to death while she was napping? Or—or…had he killed himself? Was he that rattled? It was hard to tell. She didn’t know much about Gaesporans other than the few times she’d been forced to interact with ElilE, and the craziest he’d ever gotten was to yell at her and break things. But even glimpsing ElilE’s human side, there was no missing the alien power, the strength and control, and just the gut-cry feel that here was something different. John, he’d lost that underlying sense of control. He felt like a human to her. Acted like a human. He didn’t sparkle, didn’t shine. Voices in his head had led him to this junkyard, and if it wasn’t the ‘place’ he was looking for—which it obviously wasn’t—then would he just give up?

Fuck it. Saru yanked open the door (tried to) and got out. The wind was gone but still it was freezing, which made no sense to her. Why would it be hot in the day and then cold at night? Why was everything so complicated?

“John!” she yelled to the air, fruitlessly. Nothing. “John!” Nope. “John, you fucker!” Of course not. 

She grit her teeth and shivered, and then rummaged in the plane for something to wrap around her feet. Nothing but chocolate wrappers and vodka bottles—not even a flashlight. 

“Fine! Fine then!” she yelled.

She set off tiptoeing, careful, probing steps, shying away from the jagged and rusty armor of the ground and easing her weight in gently, step by baby step. 

“John! Joooohn! Don’t do this to me, John!”

Saru thought of going back to the plane and abandoning John to whatever dumbassery he’d brought upon himself. She could fly it easily enough—the plane was for rich idiots so its controls weren’t much more than a stick and a wheel, with the computer handling the rest. But the truth was she really didn’t want to be alone. She was a fugitive, hunted by scions and aliens and Gods, and that was a pretty shit deal. At least with John she had someone who had a pretty shit deal himself—worse, even, because he hadn’t yet realized that life was a liquory tilt-a-whirl of fuck-yous and go-to-hells, and he still seemed to be surprised by it all. 

What was that? Something shiny, glinty, glowy? And again. Radiation? A little puddle of cancer for her to step in? Or an acid bath for her cuts? She probed her way closer…closer…closer—

“Fuck!” She stubbed her toe. It was too dark, like having a quilt thrown over your head and trying to follow the ray of a penlight. 

“John! John, is that you?” 

No of course not. It was…grass. A splotch of grass, little feather tufts just poking their heads out of the ground. And glowing for some reason. And another one a few feet away…and…a tingle ran up her spine, that magical tingle of alien bullshit at work. She walked to the next splotch of grass and then the next. The splotches grew bolder and larger, and more frequent, so they formed a path of sorts, wiggly out into the desert. John. 

Saru followed the tufts of grass, which were now bright enough to cast light around them and warn her feet away from the poky things on the ground. The tufts grew denser and merged and became islands of grass, and that was the new standard unit until the islands merged and formed a river of silver light, flowing out into the dark. Each step the world was brighter, the grass with its glow, and the clouds overhead thinning and fading until the moon, gross and pale and terrible, rose overhead. Saru froze where she stood and stared, captured by the light, amazed at its majesty and the unknowable (to her, at least) forces of the universe that could burn such a silver circle in the sky. And around the moon, the stars, bashful in the nearness of her light, and proud at a distance, a twinkling wreath, like frozen drips of rain.

Saru walked on, following the river of grass, feeling a comfort as the soft blades tickled her bare feet. The grass moved in strange ways, not the straight bend back and forth at the mercy of wind, but winding and dancing in slow curves like falling silk. The blades pecked and massaged her feet, lingering, caressing, and became thicker as the river widened ever more, to form now an ocean of grass, so broad it no longer served to aim her in one direction or another. She kept on straight, in slow, deliberate steps, feeling like some fairy queen with the grass her subjects, and her lovers the moon and sky. The grass was now so thick it writhed around her shins, shivering up and down with each step, light kisses and gentle touch, rising and melting away in tandem with her steps so that it seemed to give her strength and ease her passing rather than impede. 

The moon was right overhead—she could feel the warmth of its rays—when she found John. He was naked and still, legs together, arms outspread, head back, eyes closed, drinking in the moonlight. His skin shimmered as though it too were partly light, and he seemed taller, stretched, like a tree. The grass had wrapped itself in strands to his navel, and she saw that it merged with his skin, the tips entering him seamlessly, fusing with veins, beating softly, feeding him or drinking from him, or she did not know what. The grass tickled up at her legs, more kisses, probing for an entrance, or an invitation, but she walled it off with a hard thought, a stiff awkwardness like a teenager tensing at an unwanted touch. The grass took the hint and receded.

John opened his eyes and smiled at her. He stretched and shook like a tree in the breeze. The grass around his legs slid out of his veins and away, leaving no mark or scar or clue they had ever been together.

“Hello,” he said—or did he? Had his mouth moved? It seemed to her that human sound would be unpleasant here, loud and out of place, and his words came to her through the breeze, or ricocheted among the lights, or whispered up from the grass. 

“Hi,” Saru said. She was angry at him for some reason, but it was hard to remember why.

“This,” John gestured to the moon grass. “Is Tess. Tessenesszbeth.”

“Yes,” Saru said, though she understood that was not the name the chimera used for herself, and merely the crude linguistic contrivance of the humans who had first felt her stirrings, mashing together the sounds that could best approximate her pattern. Tessenesszbeth was a being that could not fit in the shoebox of words, could not be illuminated in the bonfire of every word in every human tongue. Names were tricks, tools that humans used to cut, and carve, and bludgeon ideas into the neutered stupor of their comprehension.

“Tess is like Ben,” John said. “She is a chimera of the Gaespora. Tess is fond of humans. She will protect us.”

“If you say so.”

“Listen,” John said.

Saru listened. Quiet. Nothing. She found her gaze drawn up again, to the tyranny of the moon and stars. And then she heard the song, a quiet song, a very sad song, the song of a single violin with broken strings, of dying flowers and loved ones melding with the earth, of grief tears, and friendships dissolved by time, and fists shaken at the sky, and hollow oaths, and the wrathful misery of impotence. It was so faint she could not hear it in whole notes, so faint that as soon as her brain caught and spooled the sound it was gone, so it could not be remembered or spoken or sung by her own lips. She shivered, cold, and rubbed her arms. John’s smile was bright as the moon and so sad, he was crying, the tears running in silver trickles down his face, the grass rising up to comfort him.

“You hear,” John said. “It is the song of the Gaespora.”

“Yeah it’s…very sad.”

“And very beautiful.”

“Sure,” Saru said. But she couldn’t say one way or another. The song was already gone. A lost note or too echoed in her skull and nothing else. Her anger was returning, and her worries, and the concerns of a fugitive.

“Look, we need—”

“Listen,” John said, cutting her off. He closed his eyes and the grass wrapped around him, and he swayed like a tree again. Saru watched and listened, but nothing new occurred. Her stomach growled. A knot of grass formed next to her, wrapping into a vine that sprouted what looked like an albino pear. The pear wagged in front of her, an offering. 

“No thanks,” Saru said, swatting the pear away. The pear plant disintegrated and a new one sprouted, this time with what looked like a banana.

“Really, I’m not hungry,” Saru said. And I’m damn sure not eating some random magic fruit. 

The grass to the right of her parted to reveal a thin and winding creek. The water was clear and beautiful, sparkling as it caught the moonlight. A vine dipped into the water and a leaf sprouted to cup the water and bear it up to her lips. Saru’s throat grated with dryness, her swallowing rough and throbbing. The water looked so sweet, so pure.

“Again, no thank you,” she said, swatting the leaf away. The droplets of water splashed into the air and dissolved into moonlight before hitting the ground. Saru took this as a vindication of her decision.

“Hey,” she called to John. “Hey!”

“List—”

“No!” she said. “You listen. I can’t stay here. I can’t live here. I don’t want to be a tree.”

“We’re safe here,” John said. The vines withdrew. His face frowned into normal sadness, away from the artsy sadness of dead unicorns and fantasy pathos. “We have everything we need.”

“No,” Saru said. “We don’t. How about a magazine? How about a feed or some playing cards? How about something to do!” she yelled down at the grass. No plants sprouted. No video-game offerings. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” 

She put her hands on her hips, firm with decision. This was where they parted ways. She couldn’t stay here. John could. He was happy. She couldn’t drag him away. John seemed to realize it too.

“If you ask…” he said.

“No,” Saru said. “Stay here. Be happy or whatever. Make lots of meaningful decisions.”

“Are you sure you will not reconsider?” John asked. “If you could bring yourself to listen…”

Saru shook her head. John nodded.

“I want to give you something,” John said. He aimed his left hand at the grass and gestured up. A single vine sprouted and swayed in front of him. He brought his right hand to his forehead and a look of concentration crossed his face. Slowly, he drew his hand away from his forehead. A ghostly white thread followed the motion of his hand, and he teased it free, body shivering with the effort. He spun his hands in a glacial motion around one another, twining the pale thread from his skull with the pale thread of the vine, wrapping and weaving the two together, tighter and tighter, until the vine tugged free of the earth, and the two threads formed a spinning circle that shrank into the palm of John’s right hand. He beckoned for Saru to approach and she did. 

“What is it?” Saru asked, mesmerized by the spinning circle. 

“It is a glane,” John said. “It is like the flower you wear in your hair. This will strengthen your connection to me, and, by extension, the Gaespora.”

“And why do I want that?” Saru asked, annoyed. “It’s just more bullshit for me to deal with.”

“The glane is a prop for your mind. A physical mnemonic. It allows you to store and access information that is otherwise dispersed throughout the chaos of your chemical memory. The glane gives you control. The information in this ring will allow you to hear the voice of the Gaespora more clearly. It will allow you to see hidden things and use what gifts the Gaespora can offer. It will allow you to find me again should the need arise.”

“It’s a weapon?”

“It is a tool. The glane brings your connection from the unconscious to the conscious. It transforms the somnambulism of human default into deliberate action. Will you accept my gift?”

The ring dropped into his palm. He held it out to her. Saru took his hand, feeling the ring, running her finger around the edge. It felt strange, like the caress of the grass, and the feeling spread beyond her fingertips, branching through her whole body.

“But if I put this on,” she said. “I can never take it off.” She tore the white flower of the Slow God from her hair and crumpled it, tossing it away. “I’ve torn that thing out a hundred times and it always comes back.”

“It returns because your action is not deliberate. If you truly sought to banish the Slow God from your mind you would destroy the flower. If you truly sought to banish the Gaespora you could remove this ring.”

Saru stared at the ring. 

“And this isn’t gonna fuck with me in any way? It won’t give away my position or let ElilE track me or control me?”

“No. The fears you express are not possible. If they were, they would be realized by the margin you share already. The glane gives you control.”

It was crazy and stupid and an unnecessary risk, but for some reason Saru trusted John. He’d been the only one of any of these mystical alien bastards to talk to her with anything approaching honesty. And who knew? Maybe there was a power there. Maybe there was something she could use in that little ring. And as much as she hated to admit it, the idea of being closer to the Gaespora was a comfort. 

“What the hell,” Saru said. She picked up the ring from John’s palm and slid it onto her left ring finger. Her head moved automatically, turning with a force beyond her control to lock eyes with John. His eyes were wide with shock.

“Oh,” Saru said.

“Shit,” John said.

“Oh shit,” said a voice that was both of them and neither. 

Pain! And color and sound and pain! Saru’s organs twisting into knots, swelling and popping and writhing, skin ripping and splitting, skull shattering, brains become slobbering afterbirth. Pain and sound, and all the voices of Earth—newborn cries, cum screams, death rattles, swords thrust into skin, clanging shields, gunshots and cannon booms, screeching cars, wolf howls, snorting pigs, grunting lovers forced and receptive, wind and racing skies, crackle of flame and pain! The twisting of guts and wrung-out stomachs, skin stripped and stretched to dry in the sun, teeth chomping on sinew and fats, stuck gristle. Then the vast relief of slightly less pain, the greatest feeling in the world, receding, receding, and gone, the blissful forgetfulness that allowed hot stoves to be touched again and again, and knives to be drawn in anger to spill ever more death.

All was black, her vision, her every point of contact with the world now changed. She flew around the blackness a spectator, looking down and inward like a God, the petri-dish, outward-box narrowness of her flesh form forgotten. She felt herself swirling, twisting, wound and bound into the shape of the ring, so she was the ring and she rested upon John’s finger. She sensed that John was on the same ride, and he was bound too as a ring upon her finger, and they were bound together. It was clear that with all his knowledge of aliens and Gods and forces beyond her ken, that he was an ignoramus and a novice, playing with powers he did not understand. His harmless twisting of grass, the sharing of a trinket, was an act of mortal transformation, implications too great and terrifying to fully digest. And in that black nothingness, Saru—what recognizable part of her remained—wanted to laugh, demanded her lungs and her body back, so she could belt out a laugh at the cosmic inevitability of fucking up.





  
 

6. Fine Company

Someone was shaking her. Her eyes shot open and the stuff—light, that’s what it was called—streamed in, and the light brought along information that her brain turned into a shape: John, John, the bastard! And a tickle in her ear, the fibers inside of her were rattling, and her brain turned the tickle into a sound. Was that thunder? It sounded like thunder. It was a crash that was like crystals falling from the sky, ballroom chandeliers dropping and shattering, and all the aristocrats waltzing in a frenzy, spurred on by the roar and pretty dropping bits of light—lightning. What was she doing again?

There was a pain throughout her body and her head, a pounding that was weak compared to the pains she’d known. And then a pain in her stomach squeezed the air from her lungs, and belatedly she realized how necessary that air stuff was. Her arms jerked back and she bent over, and hot liquid gushed from her mouth. This was another familiar sensation—vomit. She was vomiting. Her mind walked back through her proud vomit history, hair dangling in toilet bowls in bars and apartments and sometimes gutters or the middle of the street if it happened to be a self-declared holiday. She’d vomited in basements and jails and fancy offices and paper bags and once in the middle of sex, right over the poor bastard’s face. She’d panicked and punched him, and knocked him out cold, because that’s what she would have done if he’d barfed on her. And then, with a mix of regret and can’t-hold-it-in-laugher, she’d grabbed her clothes and snuck out of his apartment. When had that happened? What was she doing again?

The last of the hot, once-vodka stew made its way up her throat and out her mouth, completing its portion of the adventure. Saru wiped her mouth and stood straight. The world stopped spinning. Her eyes drew the light into more shapes, and she saw she was standing in a desert, in a ring of dead grass, and that bastard, John, was standing next to her. 

John looked pretty badly beaten up—bruises and cuts across his face, dry streaks of blood across his arms and legs and chest and belly. Saru looked at herself and discovered she was equally torn and bloody, a patchwork of cuts across her skin, and when she moved it caused highways of sun-crusted blood to crack and dribble fresh. There was a throbbing in her tooth, and when she poked it with her tongue it nearly made her throw up again. She could feel a crack in the molar, feel how it was split to the root, and it sent waves of nausea back down to her stomach. John was eyeing her with something between wariness and apology.

“I’m sorry,” he said, voice cracked and hoarse. Saru wondered how long they’d been lying out there, unconscious, baking in the haze. She didn’t remember John’s skin being so red, or hers, for that matter. It hurt like burning.

“Save it,” she croaked. She wanted to spit but she didn’t have the moisture. Her head was swimming; she couldn’t think. Sense trickled in. It wasn’t his fault. He was an idiot, just as much caught up in this bullshit as she was.

“I didn’t, I don’t, I thought…” he was yammering. His eyes were wide and his lip trembled. He looked like he would cry if he had any moisture to spare. 

“Let’s just get back to the plane,” Saru said.

There was a mound of silver on the horizon that she guessed was the oil station, and she started wincing her way over. The sand was hot and burned her feet. She tried to hop, but it caused the crust of her cuts to sting, and so she wound up half hopping, half limping, half dragging herself along. She looked back after about ten feet and saw John was following, dazed, shuffling, automatic. He looked like a wild hermit, or a crackhead. It was clear the pain of his physical state wasn’t getting through whatever mental bull hickey he was stuck in. Her own brain wasn’t doing much better. Everything felt weird, like her skin was too tight, and she didn’t have enough arms, and thoughts were coming from places like her eyes and her feet and the sky, and her brain was just there as a routing station, sending them to whatever dangling body part was in charge of whichever stupid thought. 

“Come on!” she called back to John, but it came out like a whisper. She stopped and waited for him to shuffle next to her, and then whisper-yelled it again in his face. He just looked at her, blank. She wanted to slap him.

“John? You there, buddy?”

“What’s the point?” he asked, looking past her, to some imagined person who cared. “Why bother?” He sat down, but Saru grabbed his arm and leaned back before his ass could touch the ground. They hung there like a suspension bridge. 

“Don’t you fucking dare,” Saru hissed. “There’s no way you’re going to drag me out into this desert and put magic rings on my finger, and then give up just because it didn’t turn out the way you thought.”

John smirked up at her. Her grip slipped and he fell, laughing, to the ground. His laughs came like the croaks of some demon frog, and they enraged her. She kicked at him with her bare feet, and he shielded himself clumsily, laughing harder.

“Yeah! Laugh it up, asshole! Laugh it up!”

Saru screamed and kicked him in the face, and he dissolved in laughter, rolling onto his belly and pounding the ground with his fists. It seemed his laughter echoed, bounding off the distant hills, vibrating the air, shaking the world around him. The sky was growing dark and the air chilly. She kicked him harder—I’ll kick out every fucking laugh you got, buddy.

“You don’t get to give up!” Saru screamed. “I didn’t want to come here. I don’t give a shit about this place or Tessynixibitch or your fucking space war or whatever the fuck you’re doing!”

Thunder boomed from the sky, a blast that startled her to a crouch. Wind tore across the desert and whipped the dust into a frenzy, so it stung their cuts, and gagged their mouths, and grated against their eyes. Black stains of shadow dripped across the horizon. The thunder roared louder. Saru scrambled to her feet.

“Shit,” she tried to say, as the dust dove into her mouth, and she spat and coughed. She yanked John to his feet and slapped him in the face, and ran towards the pile of silver in the distance. She still held his hand, but it only took one good yank for him to follow and race ahead of her, and then she growled and sprinted after. The sky was growing darker and darker, and there was something infuriating about his naked ass—the ass that had gotten her in so much trouble—floating tauntingly a few feet ahead.

Now the sky was nearly black, and they tripped and banged against things that filled Saru with hope and dread as the plane grew nearer—and also the danger of impaling herself on a spike or breaking her toes on a cinderblock. They raced and ignored the pain of their cuts old and new, the scraping of their feet, the banging of their shins against drums and bricks and piles of old beams, whipped forward by the booming laughter of thunder above, and the wind cackling at their backs. 

They reached the plane, John diving in the open door, Saru a second behind, shoving his cheeks in over to the pilot’s side, slamming (slow-gliding) the door behind her. It was quiet in the plane, the wind a whistle outside, the thunder just a groan. The wind had dragged in about a foot of sand. John slapped at the controls, and Saru wondered if the plane could even take off in these conditions. Her question was answered in seconds, as the controls hummed to life, the walls went invisible, and the junkyard wobbled away.

Saru gripped the edge of her seat, sucking in breaths. A far-off splotch of lightning spread across the sky, illuminating the clouds, slicing towards them. The walls of the plane dimmed and then went black, and still the lightning was visible. With a crackle and a spark, the walls snapped back into visibility, sensors overloaded by the light, and Saru was staring at the lightning through the windshield. John seemed to be in shock or brain dead or something. He leaned on the control column, keeping their plane in circles, so even at its leisurely pace the lightning crept closer.

“Let’s get out of here!” Saru yelled, but John didn’t seem to hear. Snarling, she shoved him aside and grabbed the control column herself. Fuck! She yanked the control column hard to the right, and the plane jolted away from the storm. She slammed the throttle, so the ground blurred, and the lightning shrank to prickles in the rear-view camera.

“You done feeling sorry for yourself?” Saru asked John. His head was buried in his hands, body tucked into a ball. “You want to take over or switch places? Hello?” She poked him and then punched him in the arm. Reluctantly he took the controls. He pressed a few buttons and the controls disappeared completely. The plane leveled out and he shriveled into sulking again.

Saru stared at John in disgust for a few minutes and then followed his lead. She rested her head on the dashboard and let her stomach settle. Her body was still doing strange things, her skin hot and then cold, her organs wandering around and jiggling at the slightest movement. She couldn’t touch anything without sensations and flashes of memories that didn’t seem to belong to her. Even the touch of her ass against the leather was causing a parade of images—tigers in domed preserves, laser-shot and skinned by hand, their skins hung up and tanned, and bent around the shape of a seat.

Saru stared out the window at the gathering dark. A smattering of pale stars shone across the sky; they made her think of freckles. Was it still the same night? No, it was a new night. They had been lying in the desert a whole day. Or had it been more time? Multiple days, or weeks, spent with (or inside of) Tess? It was too hot, suddenly, the plane was too small. She pressed her hand against the window and then smacked it. There. She needed to be there. Outside. Anywhere. It was too hot in here, too small, too suffocating. There was a pressure in her chest, an urge to cry, a knifepoint of despair worming its way to her heart. I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe. But she could. The stars were taunting her, leering with mean, playground faces. 

Beeping filled the cockpit, shrill, demanding, and the wooden dashboard panel snapped back. Displays winked into existence, far more than had been there before, showing numbers and readings, outside camera views, and flashing red lights. John sprang to life and attacked the controls. The flashing stopped, and the beeping, but the instruments still glared their warnings. A blip had appeared on what Saru knew from the feeds to be radar, and the blip was big, bigger than what she thought was reasonable, taking up half of the display. One of the other displays blinked and thousands of lights appeared across it forming a pattern—stars or…she connected the dots in her brain and saw the shape. It was a ship, or a plane, or a castle in the sky, huge and getting bigger as it neared.

“The autopilot,” John whispered. He gave Saru a look of horror. “I wasn’t thinking. I put on the autopilot. It locked onto the location the Hathaway Security message was broadcasting and—”

“It’s okay,” Saru said, through grit teeth. “Just get us the fuck out of here.”

John jerked the control column. The stars became rays as the plane spun around, and skipped away at what Saru guessed was the speed of light. The force pressed her into her chair. She felt her skin stretch back, the blood draining to her back, her thoughts pressed back, everything in her body trying to get as far back as possible. The giant plane that seemed to be the cause of all this shit was shrinking with distance, and that would be a victory if the flight weren’t killing her. There was too much blood crowding in her head, it was going to pop like a tomato, brains all over the window, what a mess to clean. 

Her hands smacked at John but had no power, her arms flopping like socks and sliding to dangle at her side—not enough blood maybe? It was all in her head. How did arms work anyway? It was getting harder to see, a blackness snaking around her periphery, slicing away inches of vision, and what remained was wavy and watery. 

Saru swiveled her head to the side, a motion like rolling a great stone with all her might, where a display was demanding attention. It showed a plane that looked like a crow with upturned wings, and lots of little barrels and dicks that could only be guns and missiles. A fighter, she guessed, a warplane, chasing them. Could they outrun it? Could they even go any faster without turning themselves to soup? The view of the pursuing fighter switched. She saw some sort of automatic filter being applied to the image, and then a yellow beam flared from the fighter’s nose.

Their plane bucked and the lights flickered. A laser? Was the fighter going to blow them up? She wanted to laugh at this but she couldn’t get the air out of her lungs. Of all the ways to die, shot down in a plane had never made her list of likely candidates. Oh man, should’ve saved some of that champagne, could’ve crashed this bitch in style. We coulda held hands and sung a song! 

The yellow beam flared from the fighter again, and their plane lights blinked out. Saru felt a tickly lightness in her groin that was almost a sex pleasure, as the plane slowed and slowed and sloooowed. The lights came back on, dimly, and the plane hovered. All the controls were black and dead. John was stabbing at them frantically.

“Shit, shit, shit!” he was yelling.

“What is?” Saru managed. Her head pounded, nausea rushing with the blood around her guts, climbing the ladder of her spine and throat. How was John not pudding? It was training or something, that control he and his friends had over their bodies. Or maybe he was just tougher.

“It is a hacking beam,” John said. “The fighter has control of our plane.”

“What do we do?” Saru asked. “We do wedowedo,” she repeated for no reason.

It was calm for a moment, floating there, bobbing in the sky, and then the plane began to move, drifting back in the direction they’d come. The plane swiveled around and she saw what looked like a city skyline perched on the horizon, lights in neat up-and-down rows like skyscrapers, blue and white and yellow and red carving rectangles and circles and stubby wings out of the darkness. Lines and highways of lights branched out like the spiral arms of a galaxy, moving in slow procession in and out of the vessel, and as they neared Saru saw these parading lights were other planes, corvettes and yachts and sedans, and even warships, all caught and hijacked and fed to the great beast in the clouds—a Hathaway Security aircraft carrier.

A clunk rang through their plane, and it dipped with the force of an impact. There was a horrible clanging of stressed metal. Saru grabbed at her jeweled sword and then laughed at herself, knowing it was useless. The radio crackled, and a pleasant female voice came through:

“Welcome to Hathaway Security’s Sky Defender Service: Keeping the Skies Open for Business. You have been selected for a random security screening. For your safety and convenience, please do not resist.”

The message repeated. Saru gawked at the radio and then tried to shut if off, but none of the buttons worked. The aircraft carrier loomed larger; Saru could make out the curve of its hull disappearing into the clouds, the individual towers rising up from its decks. A face appeared in the window, a metal arachnid face with lots of who-the-hell-knows mandibles. It clamped onto the window with two suckers and brought a drill to the forefront. There was a screech as it bore through the glass, and then a tube shot through the opening, and she heard the hiss of gas. 

“…for your safety and convenience, please do not resist… please do not resist… please do not resist…”

It smelled sweet, like baking cookies, and…cinnamon? Saru’s head felt woozy, and the blackness began to carve around her periphery again, vision dimming to a wobbly circle.

“John,” she croaked. “Do somethin’ ya jerk.”

John was turning into a fish. His eyes were rolling and his lips were flopping between open and pursed. Ha haha ha. Wake up, John! Do I look like that? There were vague thoughts of alarm, wild escape plans, a few regrets, but mostly just a warm and fuzzy feeling, spreading with that lovely hiss of gas. It was so nice, so comfortable, her arms were made of pillows, bright, fluffy-cloud pillows…

  *

Saru awoke in a jail smaller than others she had known, but it was a jail for sure, no mistaking. There were bars straight up and down, hard walls, harder floors, hard cots, and toilets like thrones for all to see your business. Everything was gray and black and beige and the other forgettable colors of the bureaucratic rainbow. The air felt stale, air that had made its way through other people’s mouths and assholes a thousand times before reaching her own. A hum clamored in her ears, a band-practice stew of engines and machinery, slammed hatches, and boots on metal. John was nowhere to be seen.

Someone was sobbing, gentle, upper-class sobbing; Saru could tell right away from its daintiness, its disbelief at the existence of misery. She smiled at this, couldn’t help herself. Of all the jails or prisons or tied-up, not-allowed-to-leave places, she’d never found herself in finer company. The prisoners in the other cells were wrapped in luxurious clothes—patterned caji suits and dresses with pearls and ivory and jewels. Their wrists and necks and ears hung with adornments, gold and silver, ruby and diamond, sparkling in the fluorescent glare. Even the techies in their casual slacks and shirts decorated with whatever cute bullshit they thought would get them laid showed wealth—so soft-looking, tightly woven, so many threads. What had John called these people? The hidalgos. The crust of the power pie. The millionaires and billionaires who one way or another could vex or threaten a scion.

“Hey, asshole!”

Saru stirred at this, propped herself up on an elbow to watch the show. A man in a dragon-swirl (real silver woven in?) caji suit in the cell across from her had his hands around the bars and his face stuck between them. He was tall and soaked in wealth, with the bearing of a man who always gave orders, and demanded answers, and patronized his underlings with red-faced, bourbon lust. 

“You want to tell me what I’m doing in a cell here? Hey, you, hey, I’m talking to you!”

A guard wandered into view and Saru sat up, cross-legged, on the cot. The guard wore all black, with pads of armor on his shins and knees and thighs and chest, and a helmet with a black fabric mask that covered all but his eyes. On his chest and back was the bald-eagle emblem of a Hathaway Security contractor. The guard smashed the butt of his rifle into the prisoner’s jutting face, causing a scream, and a spray of red and teeth and bits of tongue. More screams, from the wife and kids. The cell door swung open and the guard whipped out a telescoping combat baton. He strode inside and swung the baton around like he was hacking away at a growth of weeds, more screams and cries and sick, spattered crunching. Then nothing but sobs and moans, and still forms, and barely moving chests, up up, a wheeze, and down, and a pause, and at last up again, to suck in just so many more minutes of life.

Saru lay down and closed her eyes. It was quiet now, no more sighs of exasperation, no more whispered conversations, no more demanded answers. She could feel the fear, a heavy, low-fog stink, as it wrung out of her fellow prisoners, dripping from their pores, staining their fancy clothes. This was all new to them, the plane people. It was a safe guess these people had always been on top in their worlds, always made the rules, always been clucking and talking down on the shit like her that walked the streets and knew the cops and the security contractors as nothing but bastards and thugs and jackals. These rich fuckers had only ever known the people with the uniforms and guns as servants and protectors. Welcome to the real world, starring you—unimportant, unimpressive, unarmed, and useful mainly for your holes and labor. No one to suck your self-important dicks. No one to listen to how hard you’ve got it. No one to give a shit about you.

The slurping was annoying her, scratching at her concentration, the syrup sound the bold man’s wife made every time she took a breath. Saru could see her pretty face in her mind’s eye, ruined with the pendulum swings of the baton, smeared skin and crumpled bone, a warp of cuts and bruises, and the schluck slurp schlcuk slurp of almost drowning in her own blood. Saru grit her teeth. Not your problem, honey. Focus! A million plans for escape flashed through her mind, all of them worthless. She’d seduce the guard, steal his gun, find John, and the two of them would fight their way to the flight deck, where they’d what? Steal a plane? They’d tried that one already. Or should they go to the bridge or the cockpit, or whatever this flying fortress used to steer, and point their guns at the captain and make her take them back to Philly? Maybe have her drop them off somewhere? Thanks, and so long! Or should she demand a lawyer—ha! Think! There had to be a way to escape.

Bribery was out or one of these hidalgo clowns would have done it. In fact—why hadn’t they? Surely if these people owned their own aircraft they had enough green to bribe some contractor. What was preventing it? A brand? A loyalty implant? Brainwashing? She opened an eye halfway and studied the guard, trying to decipher his secret. He was big—no surprise—and he stood funny, leaning forward, stooped. His breath was deep and wheezy, one long, filthy groan, rising and falling. The more Saru observed him, the stranger he seemed, just still, stupid, not pacing or sitting, just standing there. A doppelganger? A temporary clone squirted out for guard duty when the prison was full, half-baked and dumb?

The guard turned as if he could feel her staring, as if he could see her eye half-open in the shadows of her cell. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She focused on his eyes. They were all pupil, no iris, huge and black amidst a nest of thick, red veins. The skin around them was too wrinkled, too pink, too thick. A body mod? No. A trumman. A half-human. A pig-person: dumb, strong, loyal when trained, and without any of the ethical downsides of a human being. They were cheap at scale, no implants to maintain aside from a tracker and a shock chip, no healthcare, no death benefits, you could pay them in slop. A shiver of disgust ran down her spine. She’d always hated trummans. There was something about the dumbness, about that animal amorality. He/it had gone in and beaten that rich asshole and his family just like a chore, just like a trick that would bring him praise. Shake! Roll over! Kill! There was nothing he couldn’t do, no moral spectrum—torture, rape, murder, cannibalism, all just checkboxes on whatever twisted to-do list his masters programmed. 

Rationally, Saru knew there were worse creatures out there—hell, hadn’t she seen ‘em all at this point? There were people who actually enjoyed those types of things, did them for pleasure, did them just to get off on their own evil. But the thought of those eyes, those dead, dumb eyes coming towards her, of the trumman opening the cell and beating her bloody, the eyes still dumb, forcing himself into her, not comprehending, just obeying…

The trumman grunted and lumbered towards her. He opened her cell door, and in a flash Saru darted for the opening, hands grabbing at his holster. A fist slammed into the back of her head, and her vision winked out for a second. When her eyes worked again, she was staring at the ceiling. The trumman had replicated—no, there had been two all along, his friend just out of sight. How had she missed his grunting? Rough hands grabbed her, yanking her up, dragging her in a fist-grip of hair. Plastic cuffs snapped around her wrists, and her arms jerked at awkward angles. More kicks landed, up and down across her body, and all she could do was constrict herself, curl up and hide the more sensitive targets. They dragged her out, banging against the bars, past the cells of the other prisoners, hollow-eyed, staring, looking away, sparkle of tears or stain of blood on their faces. The woman with her face caved in lay still. Her husband was shaking, hands shaking, body shaking, cradling her, his hands darting away at the touch of blood.

The trummans dragged Saru along, bumptity bump, across the tread-plate metal, and the jags added new portals to her tattered robe and skin. They kicked her, and stepped on her wrists and hands as they tumbled in the way of their boots, her blood squirting onto their pant legs, leaving wet bands of rust on the floor. Bump! They dragged her over the threshold of a bulkhead, just a sack of crap, as much a person as cornmeal or potatoes. 

The room was small and bare, a metal coffin, with a metal cross like a multiplication sign. A body dangled from the cross like a leg-spread Christ. It was John. Black rivers of caked blood flowed from the boreholes in his skull. 

“You sons of bitches!” Saru screamed, flailing against the trummans’ hold, more blows falling across her. “Motherfuckers!”

Two other trummans were arguing with each other, shoving each other, barking unintelligibly. They peeled John off the cross and dragged him away, as Saru’s trummans dragged her forward. John’s head banged against the doorway and flopped to the side, and his bloody eye sockets fell on Saru. 

“John,” she sobbed. “You fuckers…I’m so sorry, John…”

The trummans stripped her down, ripping away her robe, kick-rolling her to the base of the cross, where they dragged her up and strapped her in. She felt John’s blood, slick against the metal. Her body lolled forward, head hung, gravity straining against her wrong-bent joints and muscles. The door slammed, and the trummans left, grunting, and the light left with them. Saru hung in the dark. It was very cold. There was sound, at least, to keep her company, the hum of the engines, the echo of distant boots and cries, the rattle of loose parts in the air vent. She wrapped herself in the noises of the airship, sending her mind out far, as far as it would go from her body, because there was only pain.

A trumman came in, goggle-eyed. A rectangle of light grew with his entry and then slammed gone. Dark again, except his eyes, twin circles of red. His breath was a mechanical rise and fall, like some steam-powered beast. The eyes advanced, growing closer, with the rattle of a cart, squeaky wheels and instruments. In her swimming vision the trumman appeared like an elzi or a feaster, but there was no song, no background uausuausuau, and she knew this was just a creature built by humans, and his evil was the common, punch-clock evil of a person just doing her job. Then, a voice, the pretty, perky voice crackling from some unseen speaker.

“Welcome to Hathaway Security’s Easy Confessional: Justice, Delivered. You have been convicted of TERRORISM. For your safety and convenience, please confess now.”

 Words jumbled out of Saru’s mouth, a confession, maybe? Yes, I punched her in the face. I’d do it to you too, you fucker, if I could. Say, you feel like letting me down from here? How about you just untie one hand so I can scratch my ass—you bastard! Let me down! Let me go! I’ll fuck your mother with a brick, you fucking shit bastard cunt mother…just words, out like froth, like a dumped-out chamber pot. Yes, I let the girls die, I let Jojran die, McCully die, Ria die, John die, I let them all die. I wasn’t good enough, couldn’t figure it out, didn’t know—just untie me and I’ll kill you too!

The trumman picked up a drill or a needle or some bastard hybrid of the two—Saru could see its metal holding the light, the red glow from the trumman’s eyes, bright in the so-much-dark. It was a thought probe. He was going to drill into her head and steal her memories, and after that…? She struggled, shook and squirmed in her chains, so that with his first stab at her temple, the needle broke. There was a muffled, mechanical fruck, like a man just trying to get through his day, who didn’t need this shit right now. He cuffed her with a heavy hand, metal glove, nausea traveling up from the mush of her broken nose, and she puked, a dribbly white bird-shit slurry, all over his brand-new torture suit. He swore-grunted again, and this time he hit her until the dark wasn’t just in her eyes, but in her ears, her mouth, her skull, her brain, and she felt like maybe it was going to settle down in there and just about stay dark forever. Then there was the hornet prick of the needle drill in her temple, probing deep, and a hot pressure as it blew its chemical load. Faint sensations of more pricks, scratches and scrapes, more mandibles of the thought probe being bolted and screwed and drilled into her…the darkness thick and strong and deep and drowning…

“…for your safety and convenience, please confess now…please confess now… please confess now…”

And then came the memories, a forced replay, as her captors invaded her brain.





  
 

7. Confession

Saru’s hands trace the wall, fingers against the rough boards and stuck gum, and once or twice a warm mush that can only be puke. When her hands draw back, she totters and falls over herself, forward onto the floor, sticky home of a thousand spilled drinks. The world keeps spinning overhead.

“Jesus Christ!” someone yells, and they step over her, kicking her in the process. 

Laughter, and a hand reaches down through the fog to grab her boob. Her own hand intercepts, and there’s a yelp of pain and more kicks. She screeches like a bat, and claws herself to her feet, and claws at the pants and shirt of the offending shoe person. The laughter turns to shouts and more “Jesuses!” belted out, and they’re gone. Saru laughs to herself, and stares down at her hand, which has bits of someone else’s hair and skin. The world spins around and slowly comes to a stop. She wipes her hand on her blouse. Shit. She is sobering up. 

Fog and neon, and lasers through the fog, and music, a heart-rattling thump. Bodies, so many bodies on the floor, dancing, and jostling, and groping one another. She dances too, or at least she bounces against the other bodies as she sways, bottle of bottom-shelf rum in one hand, clear, label-less poison, raised to her mouth for waterfall swigs, and the rest runs down her chin. She grabs a man with a pretty face, or maybe he grabs her, and they drag themselves to the bathroom. The stall door crashes in against her boot, to reveal some poor girl scared shitless, tripping over her dropped skirt as she screams and shuffles out. The two of them howl with laughter, before Saru drags him in, and tears off his belt, and fucks him, head banging against the toilet. She finishes and then thrusts him away. He laughs, and she punches him squarely in the jaw.

“Crazy bitch!” he snarls. 

His fist rises, but she jabs again, pow!, and then pounds with flat fists against his head and back until he runs. She totters to a sink to lean and study herself in the mirror, that same fuck-all grin, sex-wet hairs, strands drooping like satisfied lovers across her forehead, fat hickey on her neck. She scooches around, and leans her ass against the sink, and flips through the man’s money clip, dropping the IDs on the ground like wishes, and pocketing the cash. Whiskey time. 

  *

…I was young, Saru thinks, thoughts from the present drifting in, the nightclub bathroom flickering back to the torture cell, techno beat blurring into the thump of heavy engines, neon club lights swirling into the twin red circles of the goggled trumman. How young? Was it fifteen, fourteen, yesterday? Stupid, stupid, but how was I to know better? Everyone else knew better, well, lots of people, anyway…stupid, but oh it was fun…

And in the mass of moving bodies on the dance floor, all the rubbing, and touching, and feeling into one another, Saru understood how some alien being looking from far, far away, through its alien telescope, might witness that scene and think that this was humanity’s natural state. She saw in her mind’s eye the dance floor of her youth replicated in the writhing holodomor of the UausuaU, and that twin sensation of laughter and despair coursed like an ice floe through the branching of her neurons…

  *

A flock of helicopters overhead, their roar and wind beating down the saps below, the low people chained to the ground, covering their ears or bringing their hands up to shield their eyes from the attacking dust. A group of lords heading to work, or a party, or just blasting around in their whirlybirds for fun. There’s no need for the noise, they could be silent, Saru knows from the feeds, but the bastards like that roar, like the little ones below to know who’s boss, to suffer the inconveniences of their passing by. She spits, and stares after them, longing to launch a rocket, to watch the bright star of an RPG collide with one of those lordly whirlybirds and drag it down to Earth in a shower of metal and blood. 

It’s hot, too hot for the pea coat, and she thinks of tossing it, leaving it in the gutter, or as a joke to wrap around some elzi, as if it could make any goddamn difference. But the coat is new, and it’s a little bit expensive, and she hasn’t really solved too many cases yet, and anyway she looks bad as hell so she’s keeping it. She’ll just let the sweat have its lubricating way with her. Alright, time for business. The case of the cheating husband? No. The case of the stolen welfare check? No. The case of the missing daughter? God no—what a load of crap. Why is she wasting her time with this?

It leaves one option: the case of the men with guns and drugs in the basement of the corner store across the street. Well, it isn’t really a case. No one has hired her to look into it. It’s more like she’s been roughing up users across McClellan Street, shaking ‘em down for tips. So she sees who they buy from, and who he buys from, and who she’s buying from. And where they’re stashing their sky. The sky she doesn’t care about. It’s good for a quick up, a useful jolt of I’m-Invincible! but it’s not like she needs kilograms of it—and what? Is she going to sell it? No, she’s in this for the money, and if she does it right she can walk out with a fat heft o’ dough, and maybe a few guns so she can sleep at night after. 

There he goes, the muscly bald man with the electric-blue glowing forehead tat, like all these Panzer thugs. Subtle as a billboard, but who’s going to stop him? Well, she’ll find out in a few minutes. She finishes her cigarette and flicks it at an elzi belly-crawling down the street. She doesn’t smoke, but it seemed like a convenient way to get in all her home-brew stimulants, and Bam! it’s starting to do the trick. All the lines, all the edges on things get sharper and closer, and not just because she’s now walking towards the store. She sees the world in high def, hears things sharply, the people she pushes out of her way seem to go so slowly, and their curses and complaints come out like sluggish brown-noises. She dials up the power on her Adrenalizer, her first big-girl implant, her first major-league body mod. Her heart beats faster and faster, the arteries in her wrists and up her thighs engorged and racing with blood. She can feel them twitching and straining against her neck, and she quivers with the thrill of wanting to hurt. This is it, honey, time to see what you’ve got—are you gonna win this life, you gonna move on up in this world? 

Just as she reaches the door, hand on the metal handle, seeing herself reflected in the dull shine, the pink heart of whatever random shirt she’d thrown on, the (very nice) new pea coat, and her face, how much of a girly face it is, and how much of a little girl she seems in that reflection, playing dress-up, playing soldier—she has a doubt. She recalls corpses, crucified, hung on chain-link fences, zigzag Panzer gang signs carved into their bellies so their guts peeked out. Images of a shopkeeper, a gangly foreign man not knowing any better, chasing the Panzers off his stoop with a broom, beaten and kicked, broom handle shoved up his ass and out his throat. Her hand lets go of the handle and drops to her side. 

Saru reaches up and opens the door, and is through it in quick steps. Before the bell tone is finished she reaches the counter and stabs the startled attendant in the neck with an icepick. No, it’s a nerve wand, but she imagines the blood of actually stabbing him, and the doubt flickers up again. The nerve wand paralyzes him, the surprise taxidermied on his yellow, saggy face. She pats his cheek and he falls like a board, and she’s already melted away the closet door lock with a QuickHot. In the closet she finds the trapdoor to the basement, and the doubt returns. The thump of the body—had they heard it? Or the snap and fizzle of the QuickHot? Are they crouched, guns pointed at the entrance? And how many of them are there? And how far do these stairs go? Plan! Why didn’t she plan this better—or at all?

Saru yanks up the handle of the trapdoor and tosses down a makeshift flash bang, bought in an alley off Broad Street. It bounces down the stairs, bonk, bonk, bonk, and silence. 

“What the hell?” drifts up to her ears.

In her imagination she sees the thugs picking up the makeshift grenade, seeing the wires and the scavenged parts, and laughing, knowing the pure amateurishness behind it. She is cold, whole body cold, and the need to pee and the urge to run is vibrating in her legs, but she can’t get them to go. Footsteps coming up the stairs, the trapdoor opening, and a bald head with wide white eyes, as wide as the power of surprise. Already her hand is flicking forward, moved by some fear, or the drugs, or the demands of the adrenaline, and she stabs the nerve wand straight into the right white eye, burrowing the needle to the hilt. A scream cut short by the paralyzing drugs, and he tumbles backwards down the stairs. Shouting and rage below. She tosses her second—and last—flash bang, and it bounces and explodes in a glorious white flash that blinks up at her through the cracks in the trapdoor. 

Now shouting and swearing, and this is it! She grabs her baton from her belt, the metal police variety, and flips up the trapdoor, and charges down into the confusion below. Men, four of them, tightly packed, holding knives and clubs, and rubbing at squint-closed eyes. She bashes the first man on the head, and he reacts by grabbing blindly at her. His hand closes on her wrist, and he yanks her into a bear hug that pops a rib. 

“Here!” he screams to his friends. “Over here!”

With the strength of her wrist, she flicks the baton up into his testicles, until his grip loosens and she slips out. Now a good hard slam in the nuts, and then to the temple, and he drops. A gun swung in her direction, fired in an automatic spray, and a scream and sound of chopping meat as it splits apart another blinded thug. She dives low, and crouches under a card table, worming her way behind the man with the gun, praying their ears are ring-deaf to her rat scuffles. Rising, she bats the man’s wrist, sending the gun bouncing and skittering across the floor. She cracks him in the face, and then beats his skull, until he too drops. The last man has found the stairs, and is scrambling up on hands and knees. She tries to walk coolly over, but instead dashes, and gives him a solid whack on the back of the head. He slumps.

Saru takes the cash from their pockets, and the bills scattered across the card table—a few measly thousand—and then searches the dingy basement for the stash. Nothing, just empty cardboard boxes, no drugs, no money, just a big fuck-you. This is where they keep their shit, right? Right? Was the day wrong? Had they moved it early? One of the thugs starts to stir, and she clubs him again, and then goes around and zip ties their arms and legs. She walks up the stairs, heart and blood still racing. She’s surprised to see daylight, and people, and—cops. The front officer is tall, and good-looking, curly-haired and smiling. There are lots of shiny badges and bars on his blue chest.

He holds out his hand, expectant. Gritting her teeth, she counts out all the money she took from the thugs and hands it over. He raises an eyebrow and she just stares, furious. He pats her down slowly, hands exploring, lingering, taking their time. He confiscates her sky and the other stimulants. The nerve wand is still stuck in one of the thug’s eyes. 

“What’s your name?” the cop asks.

“Fanny,” Saru says. “Fanny Duvak.”

  *

…was that the day? When she stumbled into the system? Had she really blurted her fake name out like that, or had the words been tacked on later, a trick of memory? Such dumb pride, but it felt good, felt good to raise her head and look that cop in the eyes like she knew shit, when she’d just lucked past getting killed and had lost money in it all anyways. Or was it another day? Another botched operation—operation, ha! Like she was a marine or something. They had been so scary at the time, the Panzers, and the other gangs, vicious, with lots of muscles, and short tempers, with clubs and knives and guns. They had been big fish to her then, before she saw them as they were, just scared or stupid young people, desperate like anyone else, and the desperation turning violent, and the violence becoming more and greater—what did you expect? A person has to think life’s gonna get better, and if a gun does the trick then so be it. That had been fear to her then, and it was hot, and it was delicious, and it left her all tingly and free, but she didn’t know fear, not then, not until she started getting into the Wekba…

  *

Screams and cries, growls and barks—a cross between a zoo and a madhouse. Saru steps carefully, slow-lowering each foot in a roll from heel to toe, so she makes no noise. There are traps here, lots of them—trip beams launching flechettes or spraying acid, razor snares, needles in the floor, pressure plates, sonic sensors, and, of course, good old-fashioned cameras. The abandoned factory is a maze, rooms to nowhere, with no purpose other than a pit to fall into, crumbling stone walls, hallways that loop and twist and double back, and wide, empty spaces where the ceiling slants into a crawl. She stoops, and scans the area with her night vision, detection implants straining to find the electric heartbeats of traps, measure and countermeasure.

Three pipe mouths yawn from the wall ahead, each bearded with stalactites of sludge. Sewage? Chemicals? She scans the sludge. Water. Algae. Nothing fatal. Nothing that won’t wash off if she ever makes it home. She knows without checking her implants that the screams are coming from the pipe on the left. It’s just wide enough to shuffle through at a crouch. She enters cautiously. A blip appears on her vision, a red dot, an alarm beacon placed in the tunnel mouth. Her target has scattered these fuckers everywhere, like breadcrumbs. With a sigh, she takes her jam box from her belt for the ten-thousandth time, and zaps the beacon. There’s a pleasant ding in her head, the jam box telling her the deactivation of the beacon was successful, and she moves on, shuffling like she’s trying to walk and piss at the same time. The idea brings a laugh; she doesn’t let it fly, but she nurtures it silently, a spark of armor against the screams.

There is light ahead, a circle of gray that looms larger and larger—pause, another fucking beacon!—and then she is at the opposite end of the pipe, crouched in the shadows, staring into what appears to be a kennel. The screams and barks and growls and cries are a wall of sound, drowning her in their madness. She sees in the nearest cage a monkey covered in welts and sores, scratching with bloody paws against the red-stained bars of its cage. It turns to her and she gasps and swears, curses caught and drowned within the chaos of screams—the monkey has no face, just a raw mess of scab with slits for eyes and mouth. She scans the floor below the pipe and sees a pressure plate, and gently lowers herself a step beyond, and scans again. Monkeys, possums, rats, shrieking and squealing, covered in cuts and scars and burns, limping on crushed legs, ripped-off tails, torn-out fur. These are the old toys, kept around just in case. She’s looking for the new ones. 

She stalks forward, swatting away the soup of flies buzzing around her head, adding their zzzzz to the background of cries, landing in black shrouds across the twitching forms of animals too weak to shake them off. Her eyes lock on the door on the opposite wall, straying only to scan for more traps, desperate to avoid seeing the animals—don’t do it! Don’t think about it. Don’t let it get inside your head. Focus! Focus on the door! She feels the Betty sliding its way out of its holster, ready to leap into her hand, finger twitching, yearning to shoot whatever mad bastard could put this nightmare together. Step by step, heart pound, breath out, brush away the flies fucking on her lips. 

Her hand reaches down for her cattle prod, and it flicks ready. Her other hand closes around the doorknob and turns—stops. It’s locked. Of course. She lets out a breath and laughs, and nearly swallows a horde of flies as she breathes again, goddamnit. She runs her fingers around the knob, drumming them like spider legs, sending out vibrations that the sensors in her fingertips relay to her pallein implants. A rough schematic of the lock appears in her mind’s eye; a simple bolt lock. The feedback vibrations from her pallein implants slide the bolt back into its niche. The door swings open.

Darkness, and a pale triangle of light, illuminating a figure hunched over a low table like a workbench. The figure is naked, skeletal, skin as pale and gray as the light, spine bones poking through the skin. Dreadlocks dangle in bunches from his skull. He is shaking. The light from the doorway creeps forward at a slant, to merge with the light above the workbench, and her shadow rises above him. There is a body on the table, small, still. She steps forward, prod at her side, sweeping for traps. There are none. Closer. A sound, synced to the shaking, a high-pitch staccato. A sob. He’s sobbing. Closer. She sees his skin now, covered every inch with a patina of scars, like snowflakes across his body. The dreadlocks are wires, dozens of wires drilled into the skull, dangling around his naked body, spilling onto the table, and she sees the wires end in jagged needles, each like a little harpoon. They stick in the small body on the table, the neck and thighs and chest all with smiling-wide cuts and burns and punctures. Nails, drills, scalpels, knives, stained red and yellow, scattered across the table, red, staining the man’s hands, dark and red, so much blood. The Betty dangles out of its holster, she raises the prod high to smash in the wired skull, to splatter the bastard’s brains all over the table, to give him something real to sob about. The prod hovers and then lowers. The man doesn’t turn, doesn’t look at her, doesn’t acknowledge her in any way. She takes a StunEaze from the pea coat and jabs it into his neck. His body tenses and goes limp.

Saru can’t know how he got his fetish, but she can guess—lurking in the dark places of the Net, the Wekba, witnessing vicariously the thrill of sadomasochism amplified a thousandfold by implants. It was like a drug, a compulsion, a need overwhelming the simple circuits of his brain. He’d started on himself, a few cuts here and there, agony, ecstasy, and then kept going as far as he could, cutting out his lips, his eyelids, his tongue, his nipples, and cock and balls. The animals when he couldn’t squeeze any more pleasure from himself. And when the animals just couldn’t do it for him anymore, he’d had no choice but to go further. She zip ties his arms and legs and throws a sheet over the poor dead girl. Then she walks into the cage room, and even though bullets aren’t cheap, she goes from cage to cage and stops the screaming, until it’s quiet, save for the buzz of flies. 

  *

…her first, yes. He was her first torture fetishist, the first person she’d seen with his brain so twisted by the Net, by the implants, by easy self-adjustment. She had wondered then, wondered at first what made a person get that way, what pathways in his brain had grown so worn and comfy that he followed them no matter where they led. And then after him there were so many others, so many freaks and demons, so common that they killed her wonder and her curiosity, and then even her disgust. It was just work. Had she cared once? Had she ever felt like she was doing something right? How obvious it now seemed that the UausuaU could exploit the human rot, so much pointless cruelty, so much needless pain, so much fear! A species like hers, keen to self-destruct, must be ambrosia for a cosmic invader. Love, the UausuaU had promised, and the memory of that artificial love was enough to stir within her yearning. How fiercely humanity must hate itself, that the love of an alien death God appeared to so many to be the better option.

Now Saru was the one being tortured, one of her ten thousand enemies had finally caught her, and, really, she couldn’t see the appeal. The pain was everywhere—in her head, in her face, in the ache of her shoulders as they bent forward at bad angles, in her thigh, still throbbing from the hole where the Hathaway brand had been, from the cuts in the desert on her legs and her feet, so little separating her from the outside world. Where did she end and the universe begin? She felt like a wave, like her skin was unimportant, like it was just another piece of clothing. Her body was a car she used to get around, but not necessary. The solid parts of her were bags of slosh that weighed her down. 

Saru let them slip away, so easy, just a nudge of conscious effort, undressing from her skin, unshackling herself from that obnoxious pain. The harsh metal of the room faded, the cold thrilling her nipples, the perky voice “…please confess…please…confess…” The twin red circles of the goggled eyes, the stink of her spit-up, all melting away, like drifting off to sleep, away from all this bother, the responsibilities of flesh, the forced memories of bastards prying into her brain. She simply left, to fly, to drift, to be a wave, floating freely in the dark.





  
 

8. Rude

The dark faded in long degrees, to a dark blue, and then a light blue, so gradual Saru almost couldn’t tell it was happening. Stars appeared like a plague, so many dots of bright they threatened to tear through the paper-thin, black and blue bruise of sky. First came weight, a sensation of being solid, of being a thing, and then boundary, cramming her waveform into the limits of a shape. She sensed this was more a matter of practicality than necessity in this place—after all, she knew how to get around as a thing, as a body, as a human being. She could take information from her surroundings using her nose and eyes and fingers, and digest it all well enough; she got how the system worked. Being a wave was fun, and relaxing, even, but it was hard to get things done. 

A new plane of blue appeared below what was now her feet. It was a roiling, greenish blue, with occasional white lines—an ocean, spreading across the plane to meet and merge with the lighter shades of blue, the curving dome of the sky. Seeing dimensions appear like this made them feel small, like a bell jar, that, vast as they were, dimensions were still limitations, and not something known to a wave. But the smallness was a comfort too, a feeling a part of her liked, knowing her smallness made her unimportant, free of responsibility, and less of a target for predators.

A white dot appeared amidst the ocean, growing as she drifted down, an island, a lonely spot of sand with a single palm tree and a few coconuts. This she had expected. She had been here before, once, when she had touched a feaster. Now she recognized the island. It was the same island that was on the label of the fancy, rich-person water bottle, the same palm tree at the same angle, the same blue sky, the same clear waters, the same tiny waves. She must have seen it long ago, in a store or a client’s house—or Jojran’s, maybe? Clue number one: this place was in some way a creation of her imagination.

Saru landed gently, and stretched. She dug her feet into the sand, massaging them against the fine grains. Ah, that was nice. It would be so nice to lie and sun herself, to get a tan, to swim and maybe drink something fruity. So much nicer than the real world, full of shocks and stabs and impacts. 

John was there, standing where Friar had stood before. He was naked as well, but this was merely an observation, a fact without any entangling judgment. His body was whole, not mutilated, his face still young and handsome.

“Hi, John,” Saru said. She was glad to see him, but she knew she should be sad.

“Hello, Saru,” he said.

“You’re dead,” she said, plainly. The sadness was there, but it could not interfere with the truth.

“An unfortunate state of affairs,” he replied.

“I’m sorry.” 

“I too am sorry.”

“Was it…painful?” Such a stupid question, she was talking without thinking. 

“The pain is a distant memory,” John said. “My captors could find no useful information. They wanted to keep me alive for further study. My training allowed me to decide for myself. I chose to leave.”

Saru turned away. It was hard to look at him. He was so calm. So relaxed. He should be angry. He had every right to be angry. 

“And you came here?” she asked. 

“When a Gaesporan dies, their mind is absorbed by the shared consciousness. It is a new stage of life, a consciousness living inside a larger consciousness, a thought within a thought. Being disconnected from the Gaespora, I did not know what the death of my body would bring. It seems you have called me here.”

John held up his hand and showed her the silver-green ring on his finger. 

“Through the ring?” Saru asked.

She held up her own hand, where the same ring was mirrored on her finger.

“In the service of the Gaespora I had built many glanes,” John said. “But never without the guidance of the shared consciousness. On my own it appears I erred. I wove my own consciousness too tightly to the glane. I bound myself to you.”

“Yeah,” Saru said. “I figured it was something like that.”

It was nice here, the simplicity of this place, to simply gab—even if it was about alien techno magic. 

“I was expecting to see Friar,” Saru said. “He was a…colleague of mine. He was here last time.”

“You have come here before?”

“Once. I ran into a feaster who was impersonating my friend, playing tricks on my mind. He was telling me the UausuaU loved me, promising me things, and I fell for it like an idiot. I reached out and touched his hand. And all of a sudden I was here, on this island.”

“And your colleague was here as well?” 

“Yeah. Friar had been doing experiments on the elzi. I never understood what he was trying to accomplish before, but now, now I get it. He was trying to look into the consciousness the elzi shared with the UausuaU. He was able to ask the elzi a question, and it answered.”

“Your colleague’s experiments were doubtlessly expanding his margin with the UausuaU.”

“Oh, you don’t need to tell me. It turned out Friar was a feaster too. He brought me in on one of his little experiments. It went bad and he started to transform. He made me kill him—the bastard. I think now that’s when it happened. When he became a feaster. And then he was haunting me, fucking with my head, making me see things…”

Saru shivered, feeling unclean. She wondered how much of that interaction with Friar was accidental, and how much had been planned. Did Friar know she was a host to the Blue God then? Or had he only figured it out after the experiment? Had he intended to crawl inside her brain? To live in her margin with the UausuaU? Or had his attack been opportunistic—him sensing her mental vulnerability, and darting inside before the door slammed shut?

“Last time I was on this island,” Saru said, “Friar told me I was making a decision. He didn’t want me to be here. I think I was making a decision that would have a big impact on my margin. I could have joined the feaster, joined the UausuaU…I wanted to…I was tempted…but I came here instead. And then I killed the feaster.”

Saru looked out across the waves, to the backdrop of stars. She craned her neck up to study the sky, the planets and rings impossibly large, looming overhead. It wasn’t real. And yet it was.

“This place is part of my mind,” she said. “I know because I recognize the island. But it’s more than that. It’s the Blue God’s mind too, isn’t it? This place is the consciousness I share with the Blue God.”

“Yes and no,” John said. “This,” he raised his arms and gestured around him, “is a mirthul. It is a state where the mind is maximally receptive to a shared consciousness. It is similar to a glane in that it serves to give you control over the interaction. The mirthul allows you to navigate the shared consciousness with the familiar tools of your body. Being here represents a deep communion with your God.”

“Have you ever been to a place like this before? When…when you were alive?”

“Many times. As a Gaesporan, I would often enter a mirthul during the course of sleep, when my mind was relaxed. But as you are a Saialqlaian, I cannot say what brings you here.”

“I have a pretty good idea,” Saru said, thinking back. “It’s danger. Lethal danger. Last time I came here when I thought I might die. And now I’m—or, my body is being tortured.”

“Danger would seem a likely trigger. With training you may be able to come here at will.”

“At will,” Saru said, rolling the words around her tongue. “Willpower…control over the interaction. That’s why Friar isn’t here. Because I destroyed him. Deliberate action! That’s what you were talking about before. Friar had been attacking me mentally—I heard his voice in my head. He was trying to tempt me, to confuse me. I imagined myself destroying him, tying him to a stake inside my head and burning him. And it worked. He was gone. I beat him. That’s right, I beat you, Friar, you fuck!”

Saru plucked the white flower of the Slow God from her hair and studied it. 

“If I want to destroy this for good, I can,” she said. She placed the flower carefully back in her hair. Her hand stroked the silver-green ring

“If I want to remove the ring, I can. I can control it.”

“Will you remove the ring?” John asked. He asked calmly, without anxiety. It was simple curiosity.

“No,” Saru said. “I’m keeping the ring. I want you here. Hell, I need you. Who else is gonna help sort all this alien shit out? Unless…do you want me to take the ring off?”

“No,” John said. “I am glad to be here. It is comfortable for me. I did not realize how much I had missed being a part of another mind. I think that I was ill-suited for freedom.”

“You never really got a chance.”

It occurred to Saru then, that John’s motives might not have been completely innocent.

“When we were with Tess,” she said. “And you were telling me to listen—you wanted to bring me into a mirthul didn’t you? Into Tess’s mirthul with you. That’s the real reason you made this ring.”

“I am not so guileful,” John said. He smiled, wanly. “I made the ring for all the reasons I shared with you. And I hoped in secret that with the ring you could hear Tess’s song, and would choose to join me in our mirthul. Can you forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive.”

They fell quiet. Saru listened to the beat of the waves, enjoyed the beat of the light on her skin. She stared out across the water. It was so calm, so clear. She could feel her thoughts settle, moving as fluidly as the light playing upon the water, settling into new patterns of revelation. 

“You know,” she said. “I think I’m a better detective without my implants. Not that I was all that terrific before, but you know what I mean. I used to use my implants for everything, checking the feeds constantly. But now I think I’m thinking better without them. Everything’s a little sharper, more focused. Like my brain’s chugging along and putting things together on its own.”

“That is not surprising,” John said. “The Net erodes cognitive function.”

“You sound like a Puritan,” Saru said. She picked up one of the coconuts and bonked it against the tree trunk, trying to crack it open. What would be inside?

“There’s a lot of bullshit on the Net,” she said. “But some useful shit too.”

“In its early days, the Net was a tool for empowerment,” John said. “Little of that vision remains. The Founders of America, and their scions, transformed the Net into an instrument of mass manipulation. The American people are locked into the Net from birth. Their brains suffer ceaseless assault by the advertisements and opinions of whatever scion owns their subscription.”

“True, but you can just go to any body modder in the city and drop two fucks worth of cash to carve out your Net locks. Then you can do whatever you want.”

“Few raised in the captivity of the Net can see the existence of that option. Fewer still desire it.”

“Funny, I know a bunch.”

“The people you know are not representative of the population as a whole. The Net is a noose our civilization tightens willingly around its neck.”

“Why are you so down on the Net?”

John’s talk reminded Saru of Hemu, the hip that had brought her to the Slow God’s chapel. The hips hadn’t liked the Net either, didn’t have implants, watched their feeds on screens. They’d even cut wires and destroyed antennas, waging a little war on Net fixtures. Saru had a pretty strong suspicion of why that was, but she still wanted John to confirm it.

“The Net allows humans to replace truth with fantasy,” John said. “Feeds allow users to exclusively consume data that reinforce a preconceived idea. Dependence on AIs and programmed routines renders the mind passive. Virtual kingdoms detach the body from the environment, and the mind detaches from the body. The result is credulous, uncritical thinking, vulnerable to contagion. The system we have designed to exploit one another has been hijacked by the grandest exploiter of all. A person who wanders too far into the fantasy of the Net will be consumed by a mirthul of the UausuaU.”

“And become an elzi.”

“Yes. The term for this misunderstood phenomenon is the L’eilith Zoriathan complex, frequently abbreviated to the LZ complex. The sufferers, colloquially, are known as the elzi.”

“And this is what they see? A mirthul like this?”

“We cannot know what the elzi experience. To know would be to join with the UausuaU.”

“But you can guess.”

“A Uausuan mirthul likely begins as the ensnaring fantasy. It could be a paradise, whatever the host most desires. But it is unlikely the mirthul remains benign. There is no escape, no returning to the body. If you are trapped forever in a dream, even a pleasant dream, the knowledge of your imprisonment will warp the pleasantness into a nightmare.”

“Like an acid trip, when you start thinking bad thoughts and can’t get out of the spiral.”

“I must defer to your knowledge on that subject.”

“But I heard the elzi talking. When I was in New Jersey.”

“That is impossible.”

“I couldn’t believe it at first either, but they were talking. About tampons. And tacos, and…energy drinks.” Saru stopped to ponder her own words. “No. You’re right. They weren’t talking. They were parroting, repeating advertisements. Whatever was getting picked up by their implants. Still, I don’t know why that would happen. Unless it had something to do with the destruction of the holodomor in Philly.”

“Chimeras act as neural nodes for the shared consciousness,” John said. “With the holodomor destroyed, the elzi’s connection to the UausuaU may have been interrupted. But do not mistake that for freedom. Only the feasters can enter a Uausuan mirthul and return. The feasters are those who discover the UausuaU, and know its nature. They choose to serve the UausuaU. Deliberate action gives them control within the mirthul, and control gives them power.”

“I’ve seen what the feasters can do,” Saru said. “They can copy people, steal their bodies, manipulate flesh and blood. Friar came back to life about fifty times; he was just jumping into any body he found lying around the holodomor. The feasters had weapons too, good ones, and they could attack my mind as bad as they could attack my body. Kinda ironic that after all that I got snatched by some JV cunts like the Hathaways.”

Saru kicked at the sand, and then did it again, enjoying the ripples the sand made in collision with the water.

“I’m in danger,” she said to herself. It was hard to believe in the bright of the sun. “What happens if my body dies while I’m here?”

“I do not know,” John said. “What happened the last time you were here?”

“Last time it was like no time had passed at all in this place. Like, I came to the island, and then I left, and when I was back in the real world, it was still the exact same moment I left.”

“Fascinating,” John said. “It appears the Saialqlaian mirthul is acting as a defensive mechanism. The Blue God brings you here in moments of danger to afford you respite and succor.”

“But how can that be? The elzi’s bodies get fucked up when they’re in the UausuaU. Are you saying time works differently here?”

“Time is the human perception of motion,” John said. “It is an illusion. Time contracts and expands with the natural rhythm of the universe. The Blue God’s scintillants live within light. Perhaps this mirthul occurs at the speed of light. If that is true, a great deal of time would have to pass in the mirthul before the particles of Earthly motion rearrange themselves. If the mirthulian time worked to your advantage before, I cannot see why it would not do so again.”

“But even if you’re right—and that’s a big if. Even if I spend a lifetime here, or ten lifetimes, I’ll still have to go back to the same time and place on Earth.”

“Yes,” John said. “But you need not return in the same state in which you left.”

John gestured out across the ocean. Saru followed the motion. There was a dog, blue and black and gold, sitting on its haunches on the surface of the water, close, or far away, she couldn’t tell. Saru’s heart pounded. A dread curled around her ankles. The mad thought of running flashed through her mind, of diving into the water, escaping any way she could back to the real world, and the certainty of pain and death. 

“A dog,” Saru said. “I saw a dog just before Ria came back to life. What does it mean?”

“We use the word ‘God’ to describe beings like SaialqlaiaS out of convenience,” John said, obliquely. “It is important to remember that SaialqlaiaS is not monolithic. It is a being composed of smaller beings. Like a country made up of individuals, or a body made up of organs and cells. There are many factions and interests, some of which may conflict, and differ from the whole. For example, you, Saru, are a part of the Blue God through your margin. Organic systems require governance to be effective. I believe that which manifests as a dog to you is a part of the governing biology of the Blue God. It is a cephereal.”

“Ceph-ear-ee-ul,” Saru repeated to herself. 

“A cephereal is born when multiple beings within a shared consciousness conceive parallel ideas. The cephereals vie for prominence and direct the execution of their respective ideas. The strongest ideas flourish and translate to the most effective actions. There are cephereals within the Gaespora, though they tend to be weak. The Gaespora are a disparate coalition, with members who have suffered much. Many seek to protect what little they have left. This engenders a multitude of cephereals that war amongst each other, with few rising to prominence, and no overarching direction. Hence, a paucity of action.”

“So you guys have a bunch of puppies that tell you what to do?”

“Gaesporan cephereals do not manifest as dogs. And they do not tell us what to do. The relationship between host and cephereal is more complicated.”

“How so?”

“The cephereals guide how the God interacts with a biological system, most often through the chimeras. When there is a small margin—when the God lacks data on the system—it relies heavily on the hosts. In this circumstance, the hosts have a great deal of power over the cephereals, and, in turn, the chimeras.”

“So…this cephereal dog…why’s it here? What does it want with me?”

John seemed troubled.

“I can only speculate,” he said. “It seems unlikely to me that this is the same cephereal that came to Ria. I believe this cephereal is yours.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Logic,” John said. “The Blue God does not understand humans. It is likely each of the few humans with a large enough margin would spawn their own cephereals. The cephereals represent competing theories of humanity, and whichever theory dominates will guide the Blue God’s actions.”

John’s voice was soft, but there was a menace to his words. Saru shivered. The sun did not feel warm, the light was too bright, harsh instead of friendly. The lapping of the waves came too loud. It seemed now the creak of every grain of sand against her foot was a warning.

“What should I do?” she asked.

“Go to the cephereal. Commune with it. Learn from it.”

“How?”

“I do not know. Within a Gaesporan mirthul, the cephereals would show me visions. The meaning I had to interpret on my own.”

“I don’t understand!” Saru barked. “I’m here. My consciousness is here, inside of the Blue God’s brain, like I’m just some avatar in a virtual kingdom. How can the Blue God have me here and not speak Glish? If it can do all that, why can’t it just tell me straight up what it wants?”

“Can humans speak the language of cells?” John asked. “We can grow cells of great variety in laboratories. We can create and destroy them with ease. We can command them, and change them, snip their DNA, and kludge them into tools to serve us. But we do not know the words they give to one another. The language we use with cells is that of life and death, brute force and experimentation. So too, the Gods with us.”

Saru walked to the edge of the island, dipping her toe into the water. It had a tingly feel of possibility, like the water could be anything she wanted. She looked at John over her shoulder.

“Can you come with me?” she asked. 

“That is your cephereal,” John answered. “The message is not for me.”

Saru nodded. She steeled herself, and took a step into the water. The surface held. She took another step, and another, trying not to think about what was happening. The water was perfectly clear; the light swam though it like shimmering fish. Glancing down, she saw other places, other worlds, glinting like treasures on the ocean bottom. It felt like she could dive down into those worlds, wake up in other dimensions, maybe even in other bodies. She did not try. She walked on, step by agonizing step, against the force field of her own fear. 

After what seemed like a very long time, she found herself standing in front of the dog. It did not move or react. The dog grew and shrank, small and large, with the pulse of her heart. Her island was a speck in the distance, John a mere blob, and yet the dog was no larger than when she had seen it perched on the horizon.

“I’m ready,” Saru said, to the dog, or to herself, or just to stir up the quiet. 

She reached forward and touched the dog. It vanished.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she yelled.

There was a plop, ripples in the distance racing towards her. Saru turned back the way she’d come, and found the ocean water no longer held her weight. Each step she sank a little more, the solidity turning to molasses, sinking to her knees, her navel, her neck. The waves came faster and faster, hungry, attacking her mouth. She flailed, limbs growing tired, head ducking below the waves, water stinging her eyes. White hands forming amidst the froth, a forest of them above her, eerie, floating, shafts of sunlight cutting through, a canopy of hands, open palm, pushing her down, down, down into blackness. The water pushed into her nose and mouth and down her throat to turn her lungs to anchors, and—

  *

—Saru dropped, dry, onto a hard stone floor, and immediately retched up a gallon of water that disappeared before it hit the ground. She knelt on her hands and knees, trying to control her gagging, and when she had reined it in she stayed still and listened. Nothing. No noise. No light. Blackness and cold stone. She shivered and stood, and began to feel her way forward with probing toes, arms outstretched. Her fingers touched something hard and cold and smooth, more stone, and she felt the stone, and her hands leaped back as she realized she was feeling a pair of carved breasts. Her fingers tickled forward, and she felt the rest of the statue. Where her fingers lingered, a glow appeared in the stone, faint but powerful within the black. 

Saru kept her fingers on what she guessed was the neck, and the glow spread throughout the whole statue, and remained when she withdrew her hands. The statue was of a woman, half-formed, legs and torso and arms still melded with rock, the face blank and blocky. There were other statues nearby, illuminated by the glow, similar to this one, and she moved to them, and rested her hands on them, until she had burned a circle of light from the glowing statues. With this light she saw even more statues, dozens, maybe hundreds of them, all spaced a few feet apart, in various stages of completion, a room, a world of statues, half-carved in the dark. 

Saru picked a direction and stuck to it, lighting her path with statues. Behind her, the glow of earlier-touched statues faded, so that the light travelled with her, and there was no trail leading back to where she’d begun. As she walked, the statues grew less womanly, with extra legs and holes and arms, and sometimes with two heads or no head at all. Touching them felt strange, a pinprick electricity, and some stung. She came to a statue of a woman on all fours, with tentacles bursting out of her belly and splashing out around her. The statue had no face, but a mouth, twisted into a broken-jaw scream. There was a statue of a girl with mouths covering every scrap of skin, in smiles, and grins, and frowns, and licked, come-fuck-me lips. Saru stopped at a statue of a woman covered in bubbly tumors, hands and knees on the ground, arms outstretched, reaching for invisible mercy. Saru turned and headed back in what she hoped was the direction she had come, but the statues grew more and more horrid no matter where she stepped—women diseased and destroyed, in half-faced masks of agony, women crossed with birds and rats and beetles and slugs, women with tentacles and too many eyes, tumors and horns and wounds that dripped maggots. 

The light had almost gone—Saru could not bring herself to touch these statues—when she came upon a statue fully formed, with smooth skin and a face. The face was Ria’s, confirming Saru’s suspicions, and it looked peaceful, eyes closed, mouth closed, hair luscious, flowing down to the small of her back. The statue’s arms were held forward, elbows at the side, palms open as if in meditation. Saru reached out, tentative, and poked the stone. It did not sting or burn or even feel electric; it felt warm, inviting. Saru took the statue’s hands and held them, and the hands began to glow. The light travelled through the statue, making it pale, incandescent, and beautiful in an eerie way. Saru gripped the hands tighter, and the statue glowed brighter, pushing back the darkness in a wide circle. The statues around it began to melt like candles, dribbling into the floor until they were gone. A paleness appeared on the statue she held—skin forming in swathes to grow and spread and sprout the details of flesh, moles and freckles and hairs. The skin wrapped across the statue, splitting and coloring itself into blood-red lips, a mouth, white teeth, a nose and ears and eyes. The eyes flashed open. The sockets were empty, and black as pits. 

The pain came with the sound of snapping twigs, sharp, burning, wet-crunch agony from her fingers. Saru gasped and tried to pull her hands away, but the statue Ria had clamped tight around her hands, crushing the finger bones into ropes of skin; the pain made Saru cry out, and it brought tears to her eyes. The statue Ria smiled and opened its mouth, and its tongue snaked out, pink and human, long, with a nest of barbs at the tip. Saru struggled to pull away, dropping her weight to free her fingers, screaming at the pain. The tongue slithered to her neck, and the barbs dug into her skin, and the tongue began to slide its way in between the cords of veins and arteries. Saru snarled and dropped to the ground, jerking the statue Ria forward. As the statue Ria fell off balance, Saru kicked up with both feet, hitting the statue Ria in the gut and flipping it over on its back. The tongue shlucked out of Saru’s neck. The grip slackened, and Saru jerked her hands free. She thrust herself up, and before the statue Ria could get to its feet, Saru kicked it in the face, and the belly, and the groin. When the statue Ria lay flat, Saru ground her heel into its neck, until the squirming stopped. Dust drifted from her heel as Saru stepped back. The statue Ria was a statue again, grotesque and broken, like the others.

Saru stared at the broken statue, resisting the urge to kick it again, and then she sat back and panted. It seemed to help, though she realized that here too the breathing was an illusion, and not the mechanism that controlled her life. She was sweating, and tired, but even as she thought it, the sweating stopped, and she felt rested. She looked at her mangled hands, felt the pain washing up, snapped bones and oh-God-I’m-going-to-barf. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. This was her mirthul, a place where everything that mattered was in her head. She stared at the bones, willing the pain to stop. It’s not real. I’m in control. This is my head. I’m not going to get beaten up by my own imagination. I’m not going to let some fucking statue break my fingers. I’m in control. I’m in control. The pain stopped. Her fingers were whole. She flexed them and cracked her knuckles, and shot the bird around. No pain. No injury. Ha. Haha ha ha. I win. 

There was a laugh, far off, a high-pitch hyena squirt that echoed and trailed off. A shiver ran down Saru’s spine. She rose and did a slow spin, scanning the darkness around her. The circle of light was shrinking. She touched a nearby statue, but it did not glow. The laughter came again, from another direction, longer, a breaking-voice cackle of grinning lunatics and circus clowns, and nails tracing loop-de-loops on a chalkboard. It felt like the laughter was a thing more than a sound, tactile, barbed wire slithering around her neck, a whip across her back, a writhing-guts feel of horror. A new sound now, skittering, clacking, lots and lots of tiny, hard-sole shoes tapping against the stone. The skittering grew closer and closer, and Saru backed away, to the edge of the light, and crouched in readiness. Just as it seemed the skittering was upon her, it stopped. It was quiet except for Saru’s breath—racing despite her efforts—and another’s. A slow, heavy, fat-ass wheeze, air forced through ragged lungs and shredded pipes. And then the voice. It was a voice to match the breath, a pervert’s voice, a rumble with squeaky highs and no midrange: “Welcome.”

Saru let the word hang. She could feel the thing, the person, the creature, hovering just beyond the reach of light across from her. 

“Don’t be rude!” A high-pitch scream, jumbling out, loud and fast and mad. Saru clapped her fingers to her ears and stepped backwards, into the shadows. There was a whoosh and skitter, and instinctively Saru jumped forward, into the light. The breathing was now directly behind her, in the spot where she had stepped into the shadows.

“Did you enjoy it?” A whimper, pleading but more, an eagerness, a hard-on begging, sex-pleasure gasping. “Did you enjoy killing me?” A leg crept from the shadows, long and thin, bent, spider-like, covered in down-pointing bristles. The leg made Ping-Pong ball tocs as it tapped along the stone, further into the light, until it nudged against the broken Ria statue. “Did it feel good?” A tentacle slithered from the dark, whip-like, and then another, and they caressed the surface of the broken statue. The stone grew wet and raw like mud, and sputtered, screaming, into life. Mouths opened on the tentacles, slurping at the mud of the statue as the melting arms and legs flailed, slurping until it was just a puddle. The laugh came again, in an echoing burst.

“What are you?” Saru said, unable to help herself, words stumbling from her disgust. She hated how small her voice sounded.

“What are you?” Her voice came back from the shadows, mimicked with a note of the unhinged, loud, blasting. “What are you?” Singsong. “What are you?” Questioning. “What. Are. You?” Staccato. “You are what? Are what you? Wou yre aat?” And the laugh.

Saru found she was sweating again, and stepping backwards, unthinking, heel an inch from the shadows. It was forcing her back, forcing her to step into the shadows and…what? What would it do? Kill her? How? This wasn’t real. Couldn’t be real. It was in her head. Her imagination. Her world. She was in control. She steadied her breath and stopped her sweating, and stood straight, willing the light to return. Light, light, c’mon light. 

Saru’s voice came from the shadows again, the mocking, cartoon mimicry: “It’s my head. It’s my imagination. It’s my world. I can do whatever I want. WRONG!” The word came like a wall of sound, blasting Saru backwards into the shadows. There was a whoosh and skitter, and tentacles wrapped around her body, ankles, shins, thighs, navel, breasts, arms, neck, wrapping tight, barbs digging into her skin with hornet-sting pain. Saru was lifted off her feet, suspended in the air, tentacles tighter, barbs deeper, gasping, struggling, helpless.

“It’s my life, it’s my world, it’s my imaginatiooooooon!” The voice, singing, swaying her back and forth to the rhythm. “My life, my choice, my world—Imagination! LIGHTS!” The word, bellowed, deafening, a force that tore at Saru’s skin like a dust storm. The circle of light widened and swung to center on her like a stage spotlight, and she saw the creature. It was Ria, huge and bloated, with baggy, drooping tits, and an enormous belly, a grotesque, mutated, monstrous version of Ria, reclining on a swarming bed of spider legs that poked from her back. The tentacles were rooted in the belly, surrounding a human mouth with broken teeth that opened sideways neck to groin. The Ria monster’s face was wide and fat, bald except for strings of gray hair, with pudgy eyes, wet and twinkling with delight. The tentacles drew Saru up over the belly mouth, and a flopping tongue licked up to slobber against the soles of her feet. The Ria monster shivered with delight and then giggled. 

“Original flavor!” the Ria monster squealed. The tongue lapped hungrily at Saru’s feet, the tentacles pulsed with desire…it’s not real, it’s not real, it’s not real…it’s my world…my brain…my island…I’m in control…

“My thoughts, my world, my life, my imagination!” the Ria monster cried, rocking back and forth, and swinging Saru around in time to the song. The tongue slurped back. “EVERYBODY!” the belly mouth screamed. More tentacles burst from the belly, spiraling up into the air, and then plunging down to crack into the stone. Veins spread out from the tentacles in a web, crawling across the stone, wrapping around the statues. The statues grew slick and formed skin around their heads and torsos. They swayed in time to the insane song, singing out in their broken voices if they had mouths, or screaming, or moaning, or smacking their skulls against the stone to add to the cacophony.

The Ria monster rocked and clapped its fat hands together. “My life, my world, it’s my imagination! My life, my world, it’s my imagination!” The statues all screaming and singing and clapping along. Saru swung wildly back and forth, world spinning, dizzy, carried by the tentacles. The tongue spiraled up again, wrapping all the way up to Saru’s neck, and dragging her down to the mouth. Her toes brushed against the slime of the broken teeth, and she kicked away, futilely. The Ria monster laughed and clapped and squealed with joy.

A growl. The Ria monster froze, the statues froze, the singing stopped. The growl continued, a rumble that seemed to shake the very world. Statues cracked and crumbled to dust. The veins around them died, and the tentacles reeled back into the belly. The Ria monster’s eyes rolled and then focused on Saru, a mixture of hate and fear. The tongue slithered back, and the tentacles dropped Saru smack-clatter on the ground. A sly look crossed the Ria monster’s face, and the huge tongue lolled out and wove over to where Saru lay panting. Ria’s face sprouted from the tongue, and giggled. 

“See you soon,” the Ria monster whispered, and stuck out her own tongue to lick Saru’s cheek. Saru swatted at the face, and the Ria monster laughed, and the tongue whipped away. With a whoosh and skitter, the Ria monster was gone. Saru lay, propped on an arm, and let a tear slide out, and then another. The cuts along her skin stung; she was striped like a tiger with blood. The blood dribbled and pooled around her, and she let it, too weak and tired to stand. The light shrank and shrank, and was gone. Saru lay in the dark. 





  
 

9. Phila-fucking-delphia

No light came. No sound. Nothing. Saru waited and then started to walk, not knowing what else to do. Her thoughts were distant and murky, like she was out of her body, staring down at herself, a bug in a puddle going about its day. She could still feel the tongue, slimy stucco wrapped around her skin, still feel the sting of the tentacles, still smell the dead-rat stink of the giant mouth, the breath, hot and wet, staining her with stench. Every few steps, she froze, and held her breath, and listened, straining to hear the skitter, or the laugh, or the moist shlucking of the tongue as it slobbered and tocked against the teeth. It was too hard to think of what the Ria monster could mean. All that mattered was that it was here, or there, or out there, in this world with rules she didn’t understand. 

Saru wondered and wandered, and wandered and wondered, and it started to feel like in the mirthul the two were interchangeable. Her fear was exhausting—she felt like she had to hold it like an anvil above her head, something she could smash the monster with if it came skittering back. With enough pointless steps, Saru wandered past the point of caring, and found herself sad, and lonely, and thinking of home. She wondered what Eugene was doing right now, if he was missing her, and if he had noticed that she hadn’t stopped by and kicked new holes in his wall. Had he patched all the old ones, buffed out all the scuffs—was she so easily erased? She longed for something crispy and greasy, and something cold and gently poisonous to wash it down, and maybe a little sky to sniff to keep her eyes wide and her fingers twitchy. She missed the dirty, right-angle streets, and the sense they made—horrible sense, but sense nonetheless, something you could wrap your head around. Not like this alien shit.

In the distance, there was light, and Saru followed because, hey, why not? She felt a texture more than smooth stone—grit or dust, dust, yeah, and as she neared the light, she saw the dust fell from the aboveness like snow. She noticed that her cuts had closed, and her breathing had stilled. She was as normal as could be, save for every other thing that was happening at the moment. The dust blew in her eyes, and snuck up her nose with every breath, and made her sneeze. The light grew until she guessed it had gotten as big as it was going to get—the sun, maybe, but she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Dust blew and tickled her skin. It swirled around her feet, and then her shins, and tried to pry its way into her mouth and choke her. 

Her toes knocked against something solid, but she couldn’t see what it was, buried in the dust. She strode on, wondering if the monster was out there waiting to take its shot. A smell came, hard to place, smoky, old-tire barbecue. It grew overwhelming, forcing her nose to crinkle, and her eyes to water, and black tears to drip from her eyes as the water mingled with the dust. The light in the distance took on a yellow-orangish tinge.

Her feet knocked against more of the mysteries in the dust, more and more so that she was walking on them, a wobbly, cracking carpet of sticks. It was getting hot, too, the dust blowing harder, warm blasts of air, sweat dripping, mingling black with the dust, the light brighter—ow, what the fuck was she walking on? She bent and sifted through the dust, and came back with a stick, no…a bone. It was black and cracked and thin, but it was a bone for sure, a wrist, maybe. With a sinking feeling, Saru dug further, fingers feathering above more bones, more pokes, more smooth lengths and rough knot ends. She found a thigh, and some ribs, and then a skull that fit in her hand, black and grinning with no teeth. She tossed it away and scrabbled forward, stumbling over the piles of bones, crunchy, knocking, hollow sounds, towards the light, the heat. Now the bones were thicker, mixed with stones and rubble, piling into hills, a dull roar in the background, so low and present it snuck up until it was deafening. 

Saru ran, scrabbling up a hill of dust and rock and bones. The dust in the air parted, and she saw in the distance a wall of fire, a nightmarish horizon of dancing black and yellow from ground to sky, the whole world cast in shadow and flame. There were shapes in the flames, easy ones she recognized—the Hathaway Bridge, sagging in snapped-back collapse, the Vericast tower, melted like a candle, City Hall, a molten shit swirl of flames. It was Philadelphia, the whole city on fire. 

Saru watched the city burn, feeling the heat crack her skin and the blood and pus dribble from the openings. She took deep breaths, the stench bursting the vessels of her nose to gush blood, the air cutting her throat and jabbing acid holes in her seared lungs, lips burned and curled away, eyelids burned, the eyes steaming and boiling in their sockets. The pain was barely felt at this point, just an input tool for her brain, like fear, or hope, or cumming, or the urge to piss. She drank in the scene and bore witness, feeling her city die, forcing herself to watch, to claw some facts or clues or understanding from the scene, but she could fit it into no semblance of sense. She closed her eyes, intact again, and exhaled slowly, and Philadelphia was gone. Her body was whole. The world was black again. Saru shivered.

“It’s not real,” she whispered to herself. “It’s a vision. It’s not real.” And she yelled at the darkness, “That’s right fucker! I’m in control.”

Saru waited for her mimicked voice to echo back, the Ria monster taunting her, but it never came. Yeah, I thought so. The beating of her heart slowed to a regular pulse.

“Okay…” Saru said to herself, a stave against the quiet. “So far we have a bunch of statues of Ria turning into monsters, and one giant fucking Ria monster. Then we have Philadelphia on fire, the whole thing burned to the ground. And that means…what, exactly?”

Saru started walking forward, no longer wandering. She focused on accepting the idea of these visions, like accepting the idea that you were tripping and you just needed to ride it out. The motion of her legs was another mental prop, a way to bring her from one vision to the next. And to her amazement, it worked. The light came with only a few steps, and she was back on the streets of Philadelphia.

These were the streets Saru remembered—God they felt real. She had clothes too, an outfit she remembered, jeans and a Slut Choir tee, the gun belt and her trusty cattle prod. She laughed, held her head back and laughed, and then laughed more as people crossed the street to avoid the crazy, high bitch in their way. Home! This was home! Phila-fucking-delphia. Everything was right! The air smelled of gasoline, with a bouquet of urine and rot. There were all the happy city sounds—the squealing of sirens, the honking chaos of traffic, shouts, advertisements booming out, sappy actress voices astonished at low, low prices!

A fat man in a budget caji suit bumped into her and bounced off her chest. His eyes were glazed with the feeds.

“Watch where you’re going, you stupid bitch,” he snarled.

Saru laughed and kissed him on his fat lips. He pushed her away and ran, spitting. Aha, ahah! People! There were people—dirty, and ugly, and rich and poor, and all in a hurry, and all so beautiful she wanted to kiss them all!

The smog darkened overhead, covering the skyscrapers so their lights winked through like Discount Day—she never noticed how beautiful, how magical the city was with all the lights in rows up to the sky, like a fairy kingdom. It started to rain, and the people sped up, or dashed to cabs, or popped their umbrellas. Saru held her hands wide and welcomed the wet and the cool, thrilling as the rain soaked her shirt and ran down the channel of her spine. She skipped through the streets and splashed in a puddle, and then kick-rolled an elzi into the middle of the sidewalk like a barricade, causing the pedestrian sea to part and stare at her in horror. The elzi lay there, snoozing, swatting at invisible flies, sucking his thumb. 

Saru ran to the corner store and stole a forty-ouncer, and chugged the whole damn thing, letting out a tremendous, award-winning burp—and it worked! The faintest buzz rose timid against the tyranny of her rock-God liver. She had never been so happy. The laughter poured out, coming like vomit, uncontrollable, and then, before she knew it, the laughs were tears, and she was crying. Saru fell down on the sidewalk, and leaned against the elzi, and cried, broken with a snort-laugh when someone threw change into her lap.

The rain picked up, and she pressed against the elzi, feeling an odd comfort in his warmth. The last of her tears fell out, squeezed, empty. She wondered what was going on in his mind, if this virtual world she was in had simulated a virtual world for him as well, and if there were layers and layers of the virtual, and one woman’s reality was just another’s simulation. Was she a string of numbers in a computer somewhere, all her acts, her thoughts, her hates and lust just ones and zeroes? Could you change information, snip some code here or there and make her nicer or prettier or smarter or dumber, or make her forget or remember things that had never happened?

Saru smashed the forty bottle. She took a jag of glass and held it to the elzi’s throat. If she opened him up and bled him out, would he die? Was she killing, was she destroying life? Or was it just a jumble of data she was rearranging? She saw the people hurrying by, like ants avoiding a predator, crossing the street or weaving through the parked cars to avoid the homeless bitch and the elzi. If she killed one of them, was it murder? Would she go to jail here? If she went on a killing spree, fucking up the data left and right with her gun and prod, would the cops come and shoot her dead? She held the glass to her own throat. And if she killed herself, what then? Would that end her life? Or end this vision? Would she wake up on the island again? Or back in the real world, in the torture cell? Could she die in the mirthul? Why had she never thought to ask John?

Saru pushed herself up, and for no reason kicked the elzi, hard, in the face. Her boot went deeper than she expected, boot tip going easy through the cheek like the face was made of lard, rotted, empty. She shlucked the boot out and walked away. The elzi lay, whimpering in whatever world he lived in, oblivious to the hole in his face. Maybe a rat would crawl inside and make a nest there. 

Saru wandered up Broad Street until she found a bar, about fifty feet, and one she recognized. It was called Craig’s or Sam’s or Chuck’s, always closed and resurrected with a new owner, new design, same sad customers. She ordered some shots and found there was money in her wallet, and gave it all to the bar bitch, a saggy, pack-a-day woman. The dumb bitch wouldn’t take the money.

“Get outta here, you scammy cunt,” the bar bitch yelled through her two remaining teeth, and Saru did, grabbing a bottle and running, because who the hell cared anymore? The buildings started to blur, the lights of cars and windows drifting down, and around, spinning as she chugged cheap vodka, and stumbled down Broad Street, and swore at the people walking by. She wondered if Eugene was in this vision, and if she should try and track him down and have her way with him. It seemed weirdly uninteresting, and not even as exciting as porn—too fake and too real, not enough left to the imagination. 

The air turned ozony. It was vibrating, causing her brain to rattle, tickling the hairs across her body and making her feel all icky and tingly. Other people were noticing it too, stopping and looking around like the morons people were—run, idiots, for all the good it will do you. Saru willed herself sober and it worked, the chemistry of her body just a few switches and pumps her mind could flick with ease. A circle of light appeared amidst the clouds, causing them to go gray. The light circle grew larger, like the sun coming down for a visit. The rain stopped, and the vibration intensified, her teeth vibrating, eyeballs jiggling in their sockets, spine rattling like the prongs of a rake. The light grew brighter and brighter, and the clouds grayer and grayer, until they thinned and burned away, and the sky was an ominous blue. 

A ball of fierce white light hung above City Hall. It wasn’t the sun and it wasn’t exactly blinding. The light was contained, as though it were solid, the border between it and the air precise. Saru recognized it as one of the orbs Ria had used to destroy the Uau monsters in the holodomor, except this orb was the size of a blimp. It hung for a second, vibrating the air, vibrating so hard there was no sound, just the vibration. A few people were running, mouths open in screams she couldn’t hear, but most were stopped, staring at the ball, expecting. They probably thought it was a promotion, a Hathaway stunt, a giant piñata that would rain down oil-change coupons and candy. Well, go get it. 

A beam of light shot from the orb, so bright it left squiggling black and green when Saru’s eyelids snapped shut. She opened her eyes and saw the UniBank building had been carved in half, and the top half had tumbled into City Hall, causing tidal waves of wreckage to spill through the streets. People ran now, boy did they run, or crawled when they were hit with rocks, or exploded in sprays of blood when hit with especially large rocks. Saru willed her eyes to adjust and found that her vision obeyed, that the beam was no longer bright, and she could stare at it directly, watch it carve the city into neat graves without more than the usual blinks. The destruction too she willed to ignore her, and so, as the buildings fell and the people vaporized in sweeps of light, she was always missed, sometimes by a hair, but never touched, walking freely through the carnage.

It was peaceful without sound, just the gut-rumbling, bowel-lubricating vibration as she moseyed through the ruined streets, and flames, and corpses smeared like globs of paint throughout the rubble. She climbed a mountain of rubble, up girders twisted like paperclips, and toppled pillars, dodging cracks and pitfalls until she stood three or four stories high to overlook the destruction. The hip warrens—the mazes of abandoned factories and slum houses—had been spared, untouched by the carving sphere. Veins of silver and green wound through the warrens. It was a forest, untouched by the Blue God, surreal within the destruction of the city. The sight of the forest nagged at Saru’s memory. She had seen it once before, when she had floated above the city with Ria in the beam of the scintillant. The forest had something to do with the Slow God. The Slow God was claiming that scrap of Earth, protecting it.

The vision faded and Saru stood in blackness. What had she learned?

“In the first vision, the city was burned to ash. In this vision the city was destroyed by the same magical orbs that Ria used to destroy the monsters of the Uau. They can’t both have happened so…so…it’s…the future…”

A sensation like chill liquid spread from her neck down through the rest of her body. The future. She was seeing the future. An uncertain, possible future. It had to be. Why else would these visions be showing up? For fun? For shits and giggles? Not likely. The Blue God was thinking about Earth’s future. Planning its future. And so far the two she’d seen did not look super great.

“And in the very first vision Ria was a monster…”

Ria. Something was wrong with Ria. Ria was becoming a monster and that was leading to a future where Philadelphia was destroyed. After all, the UausuaU lived in the human body. Its nests were the cesspools of human civilization. Could Ria no longer tell who was human and who was part of the Uau? Could Ria’s cephereal actually not tell the difference between a plain ol’ regular Joe and a monster?

“Bullshit,” Saru said, trying to convince herself. But now that the idea had entered her mind she couldn’t shake it. Ria had a lot of good reasons to hate the Uau…and if she couldn’t tell the difference anymore? If every human she looked at started looking like a feaster, what would she do? And if Ria’s cephereal was looking at her and saw her turning into a monster, what would it think of humans then? If its champion, if its chosen hero was succumbing to the Uau, then how would it react to the ordinary suckers below?

“Fuck,” Saru grumbled.

A new light appeared and Saru ran towards it. The vision enveloped her instantly. She stood where she had stood before on Broad Street, but she barely recognized the place. Silver-green vines wrapped like veins throughout the street, cracking through the asphalt, bursting through the bellies of abandoned cars, climbing the buildings, crashing through windows, boring through stone, and stabbing into the sky to spread boughs in a canopy of white bell flowers. Grass and moss and trees sprouted everywhere, so it was more forest than city. Through the peepholes in the canopy, Saru saw the sky was clear and blue, and rays of sunlight cast freckled spotlights on the ground. Birds flew and perched and sang in car-alarm voices—and not just crows and pigeons. There were red birds and blue birds and red-blue birds and yellow birds and white birds, and so many Saru gave up trying to catalogue them. The air smelled sweet, but not too sweet, soaps in a fancy store, and her breath came easy, without any chemical bite or particulate slime when she spat. It was still, and quiet, save for the birds, and the rustling of unknowns in alleys turned to gardens. A clear-water creek babbled through the broken streets, forming pools at the bends, and carrying along rafts of leaves and flower petals. She waited for a helicopter to roar by or a siren to sound or a gunshot to ring out, but that was not the truth of this vision. It was quiet, and she was alone.

Saru kicked off her boots and dug her toes into the moss. She skipped to the stream and dunked her feet in the water. It was cold, refreshing, and wonderful. The sun shifted, and she found herself trapped in a ray of warmth. It made her laugh. It was peaceful, absurdly peaceful. She lay back and lifted up her shirt, and rubbed her bare skin into the dirt and grass in a self-service massage. Her eyes drooped, and when they reopened, the light had changed. An amber glow of sinking sun now ruled the scene, with dabbed-in purples and pinks. It was cooler, but not uncomfortable. Bugs were flying around with asses that blinked on and off, so many of them, like a tiny galaxy of gold stars come to drift among the trees. Saru was no longer alone. She saw the faces of people peaking from behind tree trunks, or crouched among the bushes. They watched her like she was something unknown, with wariness, or dumbness, or just-not-sure-what-to-thinkness. 

“Hi,” Saru called out, in her friendliest tone. It sounded too loud in this quiet place, aggressive. The people vanished. 

Saru pulled her shirt back on and took a walk. The people were still there, one or two always, never a crowd, peaking out from shadows and nooks and windows, clinging to the vines like they were their momma’s tits. The sunlight grew to deeper hues of orange in thinning rays, and then vanished. Moonlight shimmered in its place, and she found her way easy to make. 

Saru walked up Broad Street to Vine Street (true at last!) and saw the expressway was now a river. Broccoli-stalk trees lined the bank, dipping their roots. Fins and shadows swam in the swift-moving waters. Saru followed the river a while, trying to identify the fish or whatever was swimming there, but all she could see were smooth backs below the fins, slipping in and out, and never leaping up to make it easy for her. Nineteenth Street was a giant root, as high and wide as the elevated train, and she scrambled up the side and walked along, and sometimes skipped as her shadow played behind her. A few blocks—or fields—north she turned and marveled at center city, a black mesa in the dark, the hundreds of vine-wrapped buildings and canopies merging to form a squat, city-sized tree. She sat and marveled harder. It was beautiful. 

Saru continued north, wondering how far the vision went and for how long. What were the boundaries? Philadelphia? The world? The solar system? Could this vision last for days or weeks or a lifetime? Could she live here with these naked wimps hiding in the trees? Could she make moonshine from vision potatoes, rope herself a vision man—perhaps literally—and grow old with him in a vision house? And why did that seem to be not so bad a way to waste a life?

Insects chirped a background lullaby. Small shapes flit through the sky. The trees and grass rustled and clacked. A pair—no, pairs, no, pairs of pairs of eyes, like a scoop of caviar, gleamed from a puckered-mouth hole in the asphalt. The eyes watched Saru and Saru watched them back, but nothing in her tingled or jumped into alarm, and she sensed there was no danger. The creature sensed it too, and came crawling from the hole into the moonlight. It was a cricket the size of a motorcycle, with a bendy lizard body, and two arms poking from its chest. The arms were fingered and humanoid, but longer, and thin, and with drooping hairs, and they brushed across the ground like fronds. More clacking, more clicking, more creatures emerging from holes only now seen, from cracks in the expressway wall, from burrows in the ground, and piles of crap in the surrounding marshes. They crawled across the vine, faster than Saru liked, but they gave her a wide, double-arm’s-length berth.

One of the creatures rippled over the root edge with an armful of trash—water bottles and beer cans and condom wrappers and cigarette packs. The creature hugged the trash to its chest like a hoard of gold. It skittered to a nearby hole, where it began to eat, fanning the trash into its multi-pincered mouth, and then vomiting a gray goo into the hole, packing layers around the entrance like mortar. Saru crept closer and peered over the edge of the root, and saw other structures, fancier houses than this one, elephantine, yarn-ball nests of regurgitated trash. It was a town, a neighborhood, a whole city block piled with testicular trash-cricket nests. Saru watched them build for a while, admiring the work ethic, finding the process oddly captivating, and then walked on. 

Saru walked until she came to the Philadelphia Library, a grand old temple of a building, more or less intact. Blimp-sized dandelion tufts sprouted from the roof, bobbing gently in the breeze. A vine branched from her highway root and curled onto the roof, and she followed it, gripping with her thighs and monkey-climbing up. The library ceiling had caved, forming a courtyard. It was full of people, or as full as full could be in this quiet world—there were thirty of them, maybe. They were naked, with skin white and black and yellow, which seemed to glow in the moonlight. Saru crouched behind one of the giant puffs and spied on the people below—hey, how do you like it? They stood or sat or lay in beds of moss. Some of them appeared to be sleeping, a few were having sex, shameless, couples just feet from one another and switching partners even. None of them spoke or even moaned. They were quiet.

There were children playing, running and tagging each other, and wrestling on the ground, and they would sometimes shout or cry or laugh. Even these were quiet sounds by child standards, and Saru guessed it was something they’d grow out of. She willed her eyes to be sharper and they obliged; she was able to zoom in and out at will, and focus on minute details like she had ocular implants. One by one she checked the people out. They were beautiful—not movie-star or glamor or sexy beautiful. Just…beautiful. They all looked healthy. They all looked calm. They all wore white flowers in their hair. Saru returned her eyes to normal, and ran a hand through her hair, plucking out her own white flower. She twirled it between her thumb and forefinger, and then tossed it away. No big deal. It would be back.

Couples broke apart their sexing, children slowed, and stopped, and all of them stood still and turned their heads up to where Saru crouched. They watched her dumbly, like animals, aware and unable to move to the next thought. And then they sang, words, but more than words, twisting, DNA helixes of words that strained through Saru’s brain into pictures. In the words Saru saw fire and death, the city, perhaps the whole Earth razed in violence. She saw that this vision was of the distant future, long after the civilizational reset of a cataclysm. All that remained were the hips, the worshippers of the Slow God. 

So. Was that how the Slow God earned its name, playing the long game? Let everyone else duke it out. Let the ambitious suckers run around and kill themselves while you dig in your roots. Just like the hips, keeping to themselves, keeping their heads down, never doing anything too grand, but surviving. Wasn’t survival the only fair way of keeping score? Not money or art or possessions, but the number of years your culture and your genes swam on. Who cared how potent your species had been? All that mattered was the carrying on. Still being around after the firestorm. The idea felt right, like for the first time she was on the road to understanding the Slow God, and how it operated.

Saru realized then what an intricate game these Gods were playing. It was just like the Gaespora pitting the scions against one another to achieve their ends, except on an intergalactic scale. The Gods were everywhere, in every planet, and galaxy, and dimension, all jostling for position, battling directly or through proxies, manipulating the species that served them. The forest she’d seen in the last vision was a way for the Slow God to meddle in the affairs of the Blue God, not an attack, but a passive-aggressive maneuver that would keep the Blue God from wiping out this particular ecosystem. Would the Blue God risk war, here or elsewhere, to perfect its annihilation? Clearly not. And how had the Slow God been outmaneuvered in other contests on other worlds? What other machinations were at work within the Earth? The hesitation of the Gaespora now made frustrating sense. If you relied on visions like these and other muddled forms of communion with your God, you wouldn’t want to take too many chances. Who knew what the consequences would be?

“Eureka,” she snorted, in celebration of her own brilliance. I am the greatest detective there ever was, or in Philadelphia, at least. It was a dark thought. Nothing she was learning was happy news.

Saru leapt from the roof and willed her body to straighten from flip-flop to toe-first drift, landing without so much as a bump. The hips were gone, scattered at the slightest show of action. She stood alone in the courtyard, the moon yawning overhead, milky stain of stars laughing at the impotence of her species. She laughed back, bitter echoes bouncing through the empty halls, and then she screamed a challenge at the stars, and at the future, and at the aliens and fools and anyone who dared to get in her way. 

Saru thrust a fist in the air without thinking, and a jut of stone burst out of the ground next to her like a missile. She gawked and then laughed, and then thrust her hand up again, and another burst of stone came, this time from under her feet. It was a pillar, raising her up, up above the ruined walls of the library and the bobbing dandelion balls, jerking to a stop when she realized what she was doing and her concentration broke. A mad thought crossed her mind—how far can I go? 

Saru sucked in a breath and thrust both hands up like she was cheering for a goal, and the pillar of stone beneath her rumbled and launched into the air. It grew wider and taller, and the library shrank to a doll house. Still she rose and rose, willing herself up into the clouds, into the sky, ready to take on the stars and the universe, until she came to her senses and dropped her arms, and the pillar stopped. She stood amongst the clouds and stars, on a tower of her own making. She walked to the edge and peered down, and saw that the clouds formed a sea around the pillar, and she understood that she had brought herself to a new place, a new part of the mirthul. There was no simulated Earth below, no vine-wrapped Philly, no naked hips in their pathetic cage. She spat.

A book dropped from the sky and landed with a thud on the stone in front of her. It was an old book, an antique paper type, the kind that Eugene pretended he read and insisted on giving her. The cover showed a dancing lion in old-timey watercolor, and the title read Larry the Lion. She flipped through the pages and read aloud to herself: 

“Larry was a happy lion, the happiest in the wood, and every day, he’d dance and play, just like a lion should.” 

Her eyebrows wrinkled into a full-face frown, and she hurled the book over the edge. 

“Take that, Larry!” Saru yelled. “How happy are you now?”

There was another thud, and another book, The Secret Lives of My Vagina. This she kicked over the edge. Two more books fell. Saru looked up at the stars, trying to figure out where the hell these books could be falling from, and a third book nearly smacked her in the face. This one was an obese dictator of books, and she wondered how many words were inside—a thousand? A hundred thousand? How many was a lot? And how many did you even need? Were there as many words as were in a single feed, or were there more? A feed was infinite, really, and it had pictures and sounds and motion and recordings and smells and touch, and just thinking it made her angry that someone was throwing books at her. Reading was like riding a horse to work or sewing or cooking or making your own shoes. It was slow and stupid and wasteful and pretentious. She scooped up the three books, oomphing at the stupid weight of their words, and chucked them all over the edge in a flutter. A job well done.

A thud and another book. Three more thuds and three more books. Saru laughed at the challenge—all right, I’ll play your game! I’ll chuck every book you got up there, buddy! She raced around madly, grabbing books and hurling them over the edge. More books fell, books of every shape and size and weight, some fluttering down and some slamming like anvils, with pictures of clowns and soldiers and spaceships and dragons. Books to make you rich, and books to make you cum, and books to make you thin and fit, and decay away your time with their plodding words. They fell in a torrent around her, impossible volumes of books, bouncing and rolling, piling up in mounds and mountains, so many she could only crouch and cover her head, and shield herself from the small books by holding up the large ones like a shield.

“I’m not reading your damn books,” Saru screamed up at the sky, and a book dropped right onto her jaw. Her teeth rang with agony, and her words disappeared into a swarm of blood-mumbled curses. Larger and larger books fell, and older books, and the precursors of books—winnowing scrolls, crashing pots, tablets carved with symbols, monoliths as large as cars, landing and cracking and shaking the stone base. And then Saru had had enough. She felt herself in the place between thought and not-thought. Flow. Focus. Awareness. Giving every sense exactly the amount of attention it deserved, no more no less, and acting accordingly. She saw the books falling in slow motion, stepping between them easily, swatting them away, or giving them just the proper nudge at the proper time to shift them an inch from her skin.

Saru looked up through the snow-sprinkle of books and saw they came from a place—they had a source. She stepped lightly on the book falling in front of her, and found that it supported her weight. Another step up, to the next book, and then another, and they held. A pattern emerged in her mind’s eye, books spiraling up like a staircase, and she ran, leaping from slow-fall book to slow-fall book, body thrilling at the impossibility of it all. Her stone column disappeared below, and there she was in the middle of empty space, climbing a waterfall of books, up, up, up, towards a blur of white that formed into a cloud as she drew close. She leapt upon the final book, and her arms gripped solid stone amidst the white nothingness. She boosted herself up, and stood within a cloud.





  
 

10. The Library of Dog

Saru found herself inside what must have been the library of a God. It was a hall as wide as Broad Street, and the walls on either side were shelves as tall as skyscrapers, disappearing into a starlit sky. The floor was chessboard marble, and in between the shelves was displayed all kinds of crap. There were monuments, and statues, and scrolls, and carvings, and totem poles, and paintings, and weaving doohickeys, and printing presses, and ancient compact discs. There were thingamabobs she recognized as antique computers, with tubes and boxes, and plastic keyboards etched with outmoded alphabets. Streams of books were dislodging themselves from the shelves and floating to the hole she had climbed through, and as she watched they reversed course in lightning-fast rewind. Books erupted out of the hole like it was a geyser, and snapped back to their shelves, and the hole in the floor sucked closed as though it had never been.

“Hello?” Saru called. Her voice echoed, bouncing around and coming back almost as strong as it had left her mouth. She walked over to a glass display full of old video-game consoles and shoved it over. The crash mingled with the last echoes of her voice.

“Hellooo?” she called again, and knocked over a vase, shattering it. This was kinda fun.

“Hello,” her voice returned, echoing. 

Saru walked on. The hall had no end; it was longer than her range of sight, fuzzed with the distance. Onward, surrounded by books and artifacts and art, so much art. Paintings of tigers and mountains and fruits (and people rendered as fruits) and battles and landscapes in so many forms, from photorealistic to fraudulently abstract. Statues carved of wood and stone and plastic and—was that shit? Clothing of every style from every age, hung on wireframes and mannequins that stared with dead eyes. Sometimes she only just noticed the mannequins out of the corner of her eye—hiding behind a hutch of porcelain teacups or a guillotine—and she would startle, and bash them with her prod, until their pantaloons hung in shreds. Then she would wait for the echo of the blows to fade, the silence to return, and still nothing, nothing living or moving to disturb her stroll through human history.

Saru came to a circular room as large as a stadium or maybe a hundred stadiums, for the objects it held were enormous—pyramids and monoliths, temples and tombs. Other hallways as long and wide as the one she’d come from branched off from this room like spokes. This was the nexus, the central hall—or maybe it was just one hub among thousands, and there was no center and no end to this museum. Saru wove her way through the pyramids and arches and towers and coliseums and amphitheaters until the clutter of hubris thinned into a clearing. In the middle of the clearing sat the dog, the cephereal, watching her. Ghostly tendrils emanated from its skull; they spread out through the artifacts, caressing the stone and metal. As Saru approached, the tendrils faded and vanished. 

“Okay,” Saru said to the dog. “I’m here, I watched your dumb movies. I figured it out. I solved the mystery. Ria, or I guess her cephereal, is thinking of destroying us. Humans. It thinks that there’s too much of a risk of humans becoming part of the UausuaU. Right? And you have a different idea, I hope?”

The dog didn’t answer. No shit. First of all, it was a dog. Second of all, it wasn’t a dog, it was an alien. Third of all, this whole thing was stupid. Still though. She’d done a lot to figure this out, and it would be nice to get some validation. 

“Hey!” she yelled at the dog. “Am I on the money here? Or what?”

Her words bounced around the clearing. The tendrils sprouted from the dog’s head and slithered through the air. It seemed like the tendrils caught her words, and fluttered with the resonance, and looped in imitation of the letters. The tendrils withdrew and the dog melted. The blues and blacks and golds of its fur ran together and wrapped around to form a ball that lifted off the ground. There was a flash, and then Morgan Friar stood before her. He was dressed in the professor getup Saru remembered, and he had a strange look on his face, a vague, happy, moron smile he’d certainly never worn in real life. 

“Friar?” Saru said, doubtful. 

She waited for Friar to say something—to explain himself, to riddle her some cryptic bullshit, to beg for her forgiveness. When he got it all out she was going to beat the living (not-living?) shit out of him. But he didn’t say anything. He just stood there, making exaggerated faces. He frowned, a cartoon, puppy-dog frown, and then smiled, and then wrinkled his nose, and then he did a sort of dance, kicking his feet left and right and waving his arms in the air. Saru’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped in disbelief. Of all the things that had happened to her, all the surprises dropped on her head and shoveled down her throat, this might be the biggest. Was Friar high? Retarded? Insane? It was easier to imagine him as an alien serial killer than an imbecile. Friar frowned again, and then he dropped into a dramatic squat and farted. He looked at Saru quizzically, as if to see what she thought about that, and then he held out his hand, still in a squat.

“You’re too pretty for this line of work, Saru,” he said. 

She punched him in the jaw, hard, just about as hard as she’d ever punched anything in her life. He took it, not reacting, not even flinching, just bam! in the face, knocked onto his ass. 

“Mother fucker!” she screamed, and kicked him in the stomach, and then the groin, and then the face. He didn’t fight back, didn’t scream or shout or anything. “Mother fucker! Trying to kill me and lie to me and suck my blood and argh!” Saru jumped on top of him and pinned him with her knees. She punched and clobbered and elbowed and tore at him with her nails until his face was a palette of slits and bruises, and his blood was spattered in a Rorschach halo around his popped-cherry skull. She paused, panting, and shivered with a mix of joy and relief and self-disgust and what-the-fuck. She was stained to the elbows in blood. 

“It’s…always a pleasure…to see you,” Friar said.

“What?” Saru screamed into his ruined face. He couldn’t do this to her. He couldn’t be this masterful a sadist; he couldn’t ruin her vengeance with politeness and positivity.

The blood swamp of his face began to jiggle, and the untouched skin of his skull split and ran raw. His chest sagged and deflated underneath her, like a blow-up doll with a leak. Saru scrambled to her feet. The blood on her hands stayed behind, jelling into beads and dropping in a tiny rain, and then wiggling back to the mound of gore that ten seconds ago had been Friar’s body. The skin and hair and bone and blood and the fabric of the caji suit all rolled together into a ball, a swirling, sausage rainbow of human parts. An arm punched through the surface, and then another, and two legs, and a head, and the ball shrank into a torso and wrapped into skin, and eyes, and a nose, and ears, and a mouth, and fingernails, and beautiful, curly dark hair, and Eugene stood before her.

“Listen,” Eugene said, sternly. “You need to listen to me.”

“Oh…shit,” Saru said. She took a few stumbled steps back, feeling woozy. Eugene sighed and shook his head in the way he’d done so many times before—for the first time Saru found his face revolting. She felt herself stumbling backwards, bumping into a stone column, slumping and scraping down the stone until her ass hit floor.

“Please go away,” Saru said. “I need…” she couldn’t finish the thought. She didn’t know what she needed. She closed her eyes again, and when she opened them, Eugene was standing in front of her with a puckered face like he’d jammed wasabi up his ass. He bent forward, in a wide stance, a straight-leg, bowing yoga move, and brought his face close to hers. Aside from the bizarre expressions, it was a perfect re-creation…those lovely almond eyes, that mouth, full and curving and so ready to touch, straight, strong jaw, straight, white, celebrity teeth, everything strong and soft in the right place.

“I appreciate your patronage,” Eugene said, and then flared his nostrils and clapped. He coughed right in her face, and then sneezed, spattering her with drops of mucous. 

Before she knew what she was doing, her forehead had crunched into his nose and her hands had hooked his ankles and dropped him to the ground, and once again she was standing over him, it—whatever—and screaming.

“Why? What? Are you trying to get killed again?”

Eugene’s skin sagged and grew sweaty like wet clay, and flopped and folded back into a gooey flesh sphere like a human gumball. Saru forced herself to watch, to pay attention, to try and wring some clues from it, detect a pattern, but there was nothing, no answer, no explanation she could think of other than her brain had given up and was exacting its revenge for all the years of abuse.

The flesh ball shrank, and the arms and legs that sprouted out of it were skinny like sticks. Then a narrow face, freckles and straw hair, green eyes, and that smirking mouth. Joan, it was Joan, her friend from a million years ago, back on the farm, back in Tyrone when she was a kid. 

Joan was dressed in that same pink dress with the yellow flowers she always wore, cause it wasn’t like her family had all that many options. Her knees were dirty and scuffed like always, dirt under her fingernails from making the mud balls they used to chuck at each other, hair scraggly, mud-caked, stuck with twigs and leaves and crawling with ants and beetles. Joan smiled, so pretty, had always been so pretty, even with the chipped front tooth Saru had given her. The scar on Saru’s knuckle was gone now, knitted away by the healing tanks in the Hathaway estate. So many fights, her and Joan, so many kicks and punches, torn hair, hurled rocks and swung sticks and bites, and make-up pecks on the cheek.

“Don’t leave me,” Joan whispered, and then she laughed and it was her laugh, exactly her laugh, that trickling, butterfly laugh, just as Saru remembered it. A tingle ran down Saru’s spine, that cold feeling of the waking past. She remembered this, this conversation, the two of them huddled in their makeshift sleeping bags in the tree fort back in the woods, the secret fort to get away, to hide, clinging to each other to stay warm, ears pricked, hearts pounding at every snapping twig and scuffling squirrel, alert, alert, alert, waiting, afraid. They could hear their names called in the distance, whiskey-sweet, traveling far in the thin fall air, and then the curses, the shouts, the yells and the threats piling into the sky like flames. Joan hadn’t been smiling then, hadn’t been giggling like she was now, but the words were the same. 

“Don’t ever leave,” the Joan in front of her said, and by chance or design her voice came out real, as scared and serious as it had been back in that moment.

“I won’t,” Saru whispered, fulfilling her role in the conversation, stupid, first-love, child promises. Her backwoods accent scooped up her tongue and carried along the words like it had been waiting in the wings all these years. 

“Swear it,” Joan said. “Swear it to me.” She held out her hand and the little penknife was there that they’d used to seal their stupid friendship in blood. 

“No,” Saru said. She found her head shaking like a palsy, uncontrollable. “No. This is bullshit,” and then, louder, “Bullshit!” Then she was screaming at the fake Joan in front of her, the lying, shapeshifting Friar-Eugene-Joan giggling and laughing as it parroted their words.

“Get out!” Saru screamed. “Get out of here! Get out of my fucking head!” 

She raised her arm to hit Joan, to beat in this imposter’s skull just like she had the others’, and her arm hung there, wavering. The fake Joan danced like she needed to pee. Her tongue lolled out and she panted. She grabbed at Saru’s hand and tugged, and tried to drag her in one direction and then another. Saru slapped her, a light cuff that knocked the fake Joan on her ass, and then she laughed at the absurdity of it, bitter chuckles gurgling up like bile. Looks like I can finally kick your ass, Joan. I win at last. The fake Joan scooted to her knees and did a cartwheel, and then jumped, and then sneezed, and then began to cry, and then laugh in a whirlwind of emotion. Then she stood statue still.

Joan’s arms and legs rolled up and her neck shrank into her chest, and the dress wrapped around it all to form a flower-patterned ball. The ball grew into a chiseled torso, and sprouted thick legs and arms, and a veiny neck with a head and a handsome, if slightly stupid, face. It was Jim—Stanley? Brad!—just some guy she’d fucked at the McFit gym a few years ago and maybe touched herself to once or twice. He was the last person she’d expect to find hanging out in a museum.

“I think I love you,” Brad said, in his same dumb, dopey voice, and Saru laughed just like she’d laughed the first time he’d said it, back in reality. 

“You’ve got five seconds to explain yourself, Brad,” she said. 

Brad started doing jumping jacks, and then he snapped his fingers. He yodeled, voice rising as high as it would go, and then low until it broke. Then he yanked off his shorts and stumbled towards her, arms outstretched like a mummy, cock getting hard before her eyes. That was the last straw. The Betty leapt to Saru’s hand and she unloaded on him, filled him with every bullet she had in the automatic clip, which turned out to be a lot. The gunshots echoed—fuck that hurt!—and Saru remembered she didn’t have any implants, and her hearing wasn’t adjusting automatically to dampen the noise. Brad was on the ground, staring at the ceiling, chest a game of whack-a-mole organs, but Saru didn’t expect that to last.

Brad’s face sagged and blorbed into nothing, a smooth tumor where a head should have been. A slit formed in his doughy non-face, and then ran down his neck through the opened-up chest all the way to his cock. His body began to deflate. A sound came from the slit, the sound of groans pressed from dead lungs, and air trapped in rotten bowels. Saru stepped back. The air above the deflating body shimmered like a heat mirage. Colors appeared within the shimmer—watercolor swatches of blue and pink. The colors spread and grew, and silver lines appeared within them like snowflakes. Bells tinkled, and rang, and gonged, the sound so large her eardrums threatened to burst. Now the body was a pile of flopping, fleshy rags, and the colors spread before her like a storm cloud, and the crystals within them were throbbing veins, filling the hall, spreading across the artifacts and shelves.

There was a voice, the sound crystalizing inside her, feeling the words carved within her meat, bones snapping to spell the letters, blood and veins looping into the shapes of words. Blood poured from her mouth, wrists snapping into right angles, forearms snapping, neck snapping, body twisting into As and Is and Us. Saru’s vision swam, red-tinged, the wall of colors and crystal patterns rising infinite above her. There were human faces melted within the wall, gaping, empty masks, hung like suits on hooks.

Desperately, Saru grasped at the power she knew she possessed—to heal herself, to fight back or flee, to will herself out of this acid trip. She saw death, manifest, a shadow, a tsunami coming towards her. She felt her molecules break apart and her consciousness stretch, spooling out like cloth undone and dragging her into a wave form, a cloud of drifting thought, out of the dimension she knew, away from the physics she understood and could control if she just fought hard enough. Harder! Fight it! Control yourself!

Saru grabbed at her thoughts, forcing herself to stay whole, a tug of wills, willing herself to stay together, to exist, willing her body and her molecules and her cells and all her weaker, lesser thoughts to OBEY her intelligence. The pain lessened, the currents of force threatening to rip her apart now slower, now still, now quiet and gone, bones intact, veins pumping blood to the rhythm of her command, chest rising and falling in perfect, measured, metronome steps, thoughts whole and focused and bent to her will.

Saru found herself standing, calm and unafraid, observing the wall of lights and the throbbing crystal lattice, seeing it as it was, as a form of life. She saw this was another manifestation of her cephereal, and that her cephereal was as confused by her as she was with it. The cephereal had tried to treat with her in her own world, in the dimensions and laws she understood, using thoughts that it had stolen from her mind, thoughts that leaked out casually, like a waste product, because her species did not value thoughts, and had not yet learned to master and control them.

Saru realized then, like a slap in the face, that these shapeshifting caricatures were a way to communicate with her. Of course! The cephereal was an alien, and had never looked humanoid at all, and it wasn’t a dog, and it didn’t see her the way she saw herself or a human would see itself, but as an insect, or a cow, or maybe it even saw her as a wall of blinking lights and crystals. The exact same stimuli were being processed and transformed in different ways by their thinking apparatuses into different understandings of reality.

The cephereal had watched Saru, and watched her world, studying it like a scientist, but the beings were too different, and it couldn’t figure out how they spoke! Was it their faces, their expressions? Or the air bubbling out of their input holes? Was it the stink of their glands and sphincters? Or the shape of their hair? Or the way they wagged their limbs? Or the varying hues of their skin? Or the dilation of their pores? Did they alter magnetic fields? Did they read each other’s heat? Did they cough information, hurl it back and forth through gobs of mucous, and spit, or maybe the rich genetic material that squirted from their gonads. They were always ejecting it in great quantities—was that the way they talked? 

Was it the feeds they shot back and forth, or the letters, or the books, or did they do it through violence—so much violence, each kick and punch and stab tapping out a letter in their incomprehensible language? Saru saw the cephereal was not born of carbon and water, that it was a form of life she had never even imagined, and that it did not understand the rules of Earthen biology. Everything she took for granted was foreign to this being.

Like John had said—humans were no more than cells to the Gods. The Blue God could copy them and alter them, and build terrariums it knew they could live in. It could change their existence and fiddle with life and death. But to know with certainty what humans were thinking and feeling and saying to one another was beyond its power. And why had that been so hard to believe? Saru could barely articulate what she herself was thinking and feeling from one moment to the next. The inability of people to communicate between their own 99.9 percent identicalness was practically the joke of human existence. 

The wall of light and crystal veins shrank and folded in on itself until it was no larger than a cue ball, floating above the marble. Saru understood that the cephereal was trapped, contained in the order of her slow-beating heart, in a prison formed of the rise-and-fall rhythm of her chest. The control she exerted over herself extended further than her own being. This control could spread to the world beyond, to construct the laws of physics and the bonding of matter as she saw fit, to dictate the forms that other life could take within her presence, and extinguish life if she so chose. The opportunity was there before her, to grasp that ball and dash it against the ground, to shatter this creature that had taunted and annoyed her, and destroy it forever.

Glee tickled up from Saru’s belly and down to her groin, a helical thrill of murder and reproduction. How fun it would be to kill the cephereal, to hear it scream and die in its alien way! Was that not the ultimate power? To kill? To destroy life? To remove that which displeased? She could do more than kill—she could feed, feast upon the information within the cephereal and strengthen herself. It would be good to be strong, good for her and her world. She was a good person, a protector. Her strength would shield others.

Saru’s mind flashed back to the Ria monster. Did you enjoy it? Ria’s words, hot and pleading, fresh scars in Saru’s brain, and Saru felt a wave of self-disgust. She saw within herself the margin she shared with the UausuaU, how easy it would be to become such a monster. She wouldn’t have to do anything; she would just have to give in.

“No!” Saru said aloud.

She squashed the hunger and the kill lust, plunging them back into the abyss of her lizard brain. The hunger licked the back of her neck, panting breath in her ear, whispering its demands. So strong the hunger! But she fought it back, forcing it down and away, imprisoned too within the calm beating of her heart, the slow movement of her breath, the awareness of herself and the control, thoughts wrapping around impulse like chains. Logic came—her options arrayed neatly before her like cards, their possible consequences extending far out in ever-branching decision trees.

Saru beckoned, and the glittering ball floated towards her, to hover above her open palm. She gripped the ball, feeling its warmth, feeling the pulse of the thoughts within, feeling the narrow intersect of their structure, the margin of similarity where their thoughts could commingle. The cephereal came cautiously, unsure of her intent, stroking her skin, feeling the beat of electric current and rushing blood below the surface, probing to find a pattern they both could understand. Saru relaxed her chains more, granting the cephereal greater access, and it came further inside her, delving below the skin, into the knit of muscle and bone, the traffic of her cells, and the tumorous maze of organs.

Saru felt as though she were there with the cephereal, exploring her organization like a new frontier, a boat arriving on an alien shore, and she was overcome with her own strangeness. Her body was not concrete, not an end product, just a wave, a gaggle of molecules flying in formation, same direction, same velocity, and she wondered at the conflict of her organs, and her genes, and who or what was really calling the shots within her. It seemed obvious now, the dynamism of life, that she was just a piece of a larger system, and that as her world changed so would she, growing more stomachs that ate different things, thicker or lighter skin, extra eyes or no eyes, and that to consider herself immune to or divorced from her environment was arrogance and weakness.

The cephereal travelled up her arm, warmth and electricity, strange but not unpleasant, up to her shoulder, up at last to her neck. Saru paused for a moment, realizing the danger, summoning her will and freezing the cephereal in its tracks, with the knowledge she was sacrificing part of her edge. She weighed the risk of making herself vulnerable against the potential rewards of shared understanding. Then she relaxed her chains and let the cephereal creep up her spine and into the treasure trove of her brain. Cold, like eating too much ice cream, and then heat, like sticking your head in an oven, and then an ecstasy like her brain was having an orgasm. Discomfort then, pain, but slight compared to all the other pain she’d known, an awkward pain of stubbed toes and banged heads in too-tight spaces. Her arm jerked, and her knees and feet, so she danced in place. 

“You see,” Saru whispered. “I’m okay.”

The cephereal slid down from Saru’s brain, down her arm, her wrist, back into the form of the orb. The orb cracked and diffused into a radiant mist, which solidified into the form of the dog. The dog glowed brighter and took more colors. It grew larger than Saru, and larger, a single paw the size of her body, and larger still, until it loomed, massive, dwarfing the temples and pyramids, sucking all the light until everything was darkness and a mountainous dog of color and flames. Saru straightened her shoulders and held her head high, and stared up at the dog. The dog stared back. Its eyes were black portals, black as the darkness around them, black, now speckled with stars, now prismatic with nebulas and galaxies. 

Saru saw through the eyes great things—battles raging, stars born and extinguished, fleets of ships launching rays of light back and forth, galaxies resisting, consumed. She saw the Earth not gray, but blue and green and gold, ringed with golden lights, stations and starships and the lights scattered like dust across the solar system, on other planets, other fleets, a civilization, an empire stepping onto the galactic stage. Plunging back to Earth’s surface, past the ringing ships and stations, she saw cities, buildings in the clouds or floating free, and the greatest of all, a pyramid of white gold, two statues of golden dogs at its pinnacle, flanking a cerulean throne, and on the throne she sat, Saru Solan, or a cousin, or a daughter, or a granddaughter, proud and relaxed, lounging. In one hand she held a golden rod, and with the other she stroked the fur of a golden dog. Saru blinked and the vision vanished. The cephereal was gone.

The library shelves and the artifacts crumbled and dissolved into blackness. The displays faded and the marble floor shrank until it was a pedestal. She stood on a tiny pillar of stone surrounded by black. Dimly, it occurred to Saru that these places within the mirthul required attention to maintain, that they sipped computer power, or the Godly equivalent, and there was no sense in keeping them around if no one was using them.

So. Ria’s cephereal was taking a dim view of humanity and if it wasn’t stopped the Blue God was going to destroy Philadelphia—at the very least. That was a problem because Saru lived in Philly, and she sure as hell didn’t want to live here, like a fucking computer program her whole life. Better to die out there with the spit and the grime than to live (forever?) inside the almost real, the almost true. What was she going to do about it? She needed to escape, that was step one. And step two, because once she got into the real world she needed to escape the Hathaway aircraft carrier too. Step three was probably also escape—fly to a bar and get almighty, drop-dead drunk, because holy hell, if she made it that far then she had fucking earned it. 

Saru’s hand wandered to the grass ring John had given her and she stroked it distractedly. Maybe it was her imagination, but the ring felt both warm and cool, and, focusing on that sensation, all the chaotic thoughts swirled around the ring, leaving her higher brain to its work. I am strong. I am invincible. My skin is gold. Bullets can’t touch me. Knives cannot harm me. The light is there. The light of the Blue God protects me. The words like cantrips, coming unbidden, time slowing, time immaterial, time illusory, the light, the light protects me, mumbling nonsense, the self-consciousness fading away, the words taking on their own rhythm, their own force and heartbeat and momentum, no longer words, no longer human sounds with human meanings, but sounds that were their own meanings long before humans existed, sounds that mapped into other schematics. Saru could feel them now, her own words forming into their own song, just barely within the grasp of her consciousness, a song that wrapped around her, and within her, and protected her pattern within its own.

Saru looked down at her hand and saw a sheen of gold, her skin wrapped in golden bands so natural it was like they had been there all along, just waiting to be seen. Gold flowed from her skin into a liquid that she cupped in her right hand, and the liquid swirled and then rested in the shape of a golden rod. A part of her stared in amazement, and another part of her quickly shoved that part down into the bleachers of the subconscious. Concentration was a finite resource, the focus a rare and precious power, a leaf balanced on the tip of a pin.

A stone archway appeared in front of Saru, and through the archway she saw herself, her body, in a dark room with a hunchback trumman sticking wires in her skull. It was still the moment she had entered the mirthul, no time had elapsed. She walked through the arch and it closed behind her. She stood in the torture room, behind the trumman. The scene was frozen, no sound, no motion, like they’d all been sprayed with glue. A giddiness rose inside her that steamed into ecstasy. Here was power! Here was strength! She had only touched the tip of the clit of possibility. She walked forward, right through the trumman, getting a taste of his blueprint, bitter and muddy, blurry, dumb thoughts and molecular configurations almost within her reach. 

Saru’s body hung, bloody drool, cut and broken, a frail rag of skin and bone. She stroked her own hair, hand disappearing into the skull, a tingle traveling up her arm, mind and body yearning to be joined. It taxed the body to be in this state, just as it taxed the mind, and she saw how easily the connection could be broken, how easy it was to get trapped in either the mental world, or the physical. Saru stepped forward, sinking her avatar self more into her body, smiling as the gold of her avatar skin traveled across her real skin, sealing the cuts, melting the wires stuck in her skull, melting the chains that bound her. The head of her body rose, and the eyes were blue, dazzling, astonishing, deadly blue. Further she went inside herself, a blink, world going dark for a second, like waking up in a strange place. Saru cricked her neck, and stretched, arms passing freely through the straps, and then she dropped lightly from the torture rack and stretched again.

The trumman had stepped back, slowly—God, he was slow—and she couldn’t see his face, but she imagined the surprise that must have been on it. She reached forward, casually, and put a hand on his shoulder, and a red-ember glow spread from her touch and travelled across his whole body until he was just a man-shaped flicker of red, and then he was nothing, a puff of ash. A part of her was horrified by this, that stupid fear jabbing in her back—what was she afraid of? She was a God after all, and could do whatever she wanted. She walked to the door; her knees sagged and she tripped forward, catching herself and leaning against the wall for balance. It irked her that there was still pain, that the cuts hadn’t all healed, and that some were serious and demanded attention, and that her skull was pounding like someone had shoved it into a turbine. She tried to open the door, but her hand fumbled on the latch, and so she punched it, arm going cleanly through, and then laughed, and held her palms against the metal until it melted to slag.

Saru strolled into the hallway. It was a narrow, metal corridor that went left and right, with more doors like her own. There were screams and shouts coming from both ends of the hall—oh goody, no hard choices—and other sounds, staccato pftss, coming in bursts. It was gunfire, silenced. Escaping prisoners? Or execution, the food bill too high. Or something…else. There was a presence, a tingling in the back of her mind, a vague…something…coming towards her. She decided to go left—why not?—away from the presence, but she knew the presence knew her, and was coming. The door opened in front of her, a trumman in his mask and Hathaway uniform. He raised his gun, not fucking around, and she slapped him, ha!, causing his head to splash like a too-ripe cherry. She stumbled over the body and nearly fell again.

The pain was nagging at the edges of her concentration, her hand was flickering, the beautiful gold static-ing back to an ugly pale hand of ripped-out fingernails. Forward, forward, she needed to get out, needed to escape, needed to get out so she could save the world or get drunk—what was the plan? The presence was homing in on her, escape, escape, vision blurring, hands pale, arms pale, chest naked and pale, where was her armor? Was she drooling? Blood, drizzling from a slack mouth, she couldn’t keep it closed, goddamarmnoit, she had to get out, had to escape, part two of the plan, escape, escape, where was she going?

The door in front of her swung open. Another trumman. Saru tried to swat him away but she couldn’t even raise her arm. He was fast now, lightning, and his gun rose up to her head, barrel poking her in the forehead, boop! She froze; he did nothing…why? The presence was there, that niggling, nagging, whatchamacallit presence, a force field between the gun and her head, a single well-aimed thought guarding her from oblivion. Soft footsteps creeping up behind her. A pair of legs in a black caji suit and a pair of bare feet. 

ElilE walked past her and took the gun from the frozen trumman. In three seconds the rifle was disassembled and the pieces clattered to the ground. ElilE placed his palm on the trumman’s head and the trumman fell backwards like a board—dead? Asleep? More shouts behind her, explosions, gunfire. Saru stumbled to her feet and over the body of the trumman, away from the commotion. ElilE walked next to her, saying nothing. Someone handed him a foily emergency blanket, or maybe he wove it while she wasn’t looking. He tried to drape the blanket over Saru’s shoulders, and she tried to push him away, and managed to knock herself against the wall. She stumbled on, gritting her teeth, awake, awake!, escape!, past blood stains and bodies, trummans and men in uniforms she didn’t recognize, past hangars, and doors, and endless doors, and mobs of shivering prisoners or ex-prisoners, until she found herself at last in a small hangar in front of her plane. The door opened, and she crawled inside, sand and candy wrappers grating a welcome against her knees. She crawled up onto her seat and hit the button to send it all the way back, and curled herself into a ball. ElilE watched her, fading a little with each droop of her eyelids. He walked away.

“You can leave the fucking blanket,” Saru said. 

And then she passed out.





  
 

11. Acceptable Risk

Escape! Saru jolted upright and—fuck! Her head smacked into the ceiling, and she tumbled off the seat, her body a frenzy of disconnected limbs. She landed with her knees prayer-bent, crouched under the dashboard, arms gripping the seat back like she was sliding off a cliff. The absurdity of her position froze everything for a second, and then she pushed herself free, and tripped out the door, and landed hissing on all fours outside the plane. 

She wobbled into a stand, the aches and pains waking and bum-rushing through her—dizziness and nausea, and sharp complaints from all the usual suspects. Someone had slapped Quick-e-Stitch bandages across her more aggressive cuts, and painted the smaller ones with gluey flesh fusers—she didn’t know whether to be angry or thankful. A brown uniform like a flight suit rested on a folding chair next to the plane door, with a pair of boots and socks tucked underneath. Saru yanked on the clothes and found they fit well enough. The second the zipper reached her neck, the hangar door slid open, and ElilE stepped through.

He walked towards her and Saru stumbled towards him, his form wavering psychedelically in her blurred and crusted eyes. Words dribbled from her mouth—Escape! Danger! Cereal—cephereal! We’re all gonna die!

“Listen,” she croaked, the first real word in the bunch, gripping ElilE’s arms for emphasis and support. “You gotta listen to me. It’s important. Something bad’s gonna happen. Real bad. The Blue God. People are gonna die.”

ElilE said nothing. He looked at her in that still-bored mannequin mask, like she was an accountant rattling on about expense reports.

“Hey!” She slapped him. “I’m not fucking around here. This is important! The Blue God is going to destroy Philadelphia. It’s gonna burn it, or burn away the sky, or send down a bunch of laser balls and shoot everyone.”

Could he not hear her? Was she not speaking Glish? ElilE was just looking at her, not doing anything, not running around giving orders—all hands on deck!, raise shields!, or whatever leaders yelled.

“You have suffered trauma,” ElilE said, talking in some bizarre other world, some other point of view where she was crazy and everything else was normal.

“God damnit!” Saru yelled. 

She pushed her body right, wrapping her right knee behind ElilE’s, jamming her elbow into his chest and forcing him backwards over her leg. His response came a second too late, and he was already in the air, and then back-slamming against the ground. His breath oomphed out, and Saru was on top of him, pinning him with all the strength she could muster. She could feel the power roiling through ElilE’s body, knew he could toss her away like a fuck doll if he chose. His face was the broken mask, the anger blotched red and obvious, and thank you God, at last she was getting through to him.

“Listen,” Saru said, bringing her face close. “I. Am. Not. Crazy. The Blue God is going to kill a lot of people. I’ve seen it. I don’t know when, but it’s going to happen, and it could be soon. It could be happening now.”

She could see in his eyes he didn’t believe her. He was humoring her, letting her feel like she still had a scrap of control over her life.

“Look,” she pleaded. “Look at the thought probe they stuck in my head, it’ll, it…” she faltered. Would the thought probe show her island? Would it show anything that happened inside the mirthul?

“Go into my head!” she said. She pressed an elbow into his throat and let his right hand slip free. She grabbed the free hand and slapped it to her forehead. “Go into my memory. Go see that I’m not lying, that I’m not crazy. I know you can do it. Build a glane or take me to a mirthul or something.”

ElilE studied her, eyes wide and then narrowing into the realm of calculation. His breath steadied. He was a clock.

“Release me,” he said. 

Saru waited half a second, and then let him go. He stood and brushed himself off. Saru tottered a foot away, blur creeping into her sight, feeling the despair take hold, the weight of the responsibility dragging her down. ElilE spoke:

“Let us go to—”

“No,” Saru interrupted. “You’re going to listen to me.” She grabbed at his arm and pressed his palm to her forehead. His arm flopped away. She felt the scream in her throat fizzle. ElilE didn’t know. He didn’t know any of it. He couldn’t care. The last time they’d spoken was at the police station, a million years ago. He didn’t know she’d found the holodomor and the Blue God’s scintillant. He didn’t know how much she had learned, how much she’d changed. As far as ElilE knew, Philadelphia had been attacked by the Blue God for no reason, and he’d just spent a hell of a lot of effort to save her stupid ass.

“I’ll do it myself,” Saru snarled, snapping her hand to his forehead. They stood there, stupidly, her hand clenching ElilE’s skin, nothing happening.

“Are you finished?” ElilE asked.

“No!” Saru yelled. Her other hand clamped onto ElilE’s skull, thumbs pressed into his forehead. She focused on a single memory, a single image of the holodomor beneath Philly. She bundled the image tight, imagining the memory sharp and hard as a diamond and willing it to travel through the electric pulsing of her skin, into the unfamiliar pattern of ElilE’s skin, blasting the diamond memory like a bullet from her brain into his. Nothing. And then a flash. A gasp, ElilE’s. His body sagged, and Saru gripped tighter, holding him up by the head as she chiseled more memories into diamonds and launched them like bullets into his brain. 

“Enough!” ElilE bellowed. He thrust Saru away, and with the physical thrust came a mental one, like a force field repelling her weaponized memories. They both dropped into a combat stance and studied the other, as if considering the next move. A part of Saru thrilled at the idea—a whole new dimension in which to fight.

“You gettin’ the picture, asshole?” Saru said.

“Very well,” ElilE said. “I will take what memories you give.”

He beckoned and Saru approached. He placed his hand on her forehead. She felt the warmth of his palm, and the strength of his touch, and then the world around her melted.

A sucking sensation, like blood being drawn from her brain with a foot-long syringe. Memories, stray and random, popped into view like feed notifications from her implants. There was Jojran, but no, he was too pretty, teeth too white, oh right, the imposter Jojran, the feaster wearing Jojran’s skin. There was Friar and the holodomor, the cathedral of bodies and the centipedes with human heads. Then came Ria, rising up into the night sky, carried high by the scintillant, and a jolt of pain with the memory of herself jumping back to Earth. The more recent memories zoomed by in a blur—punching the Hathaway bitch, Ben, Tess, her recapture by the Hathaways, wandering the mirthul of the Blue God and the visions of her cephereal. Saru gave it all, everything she’d seen, nothing held back, no time, no time to be prissy and private. 

A pop and the world returned to focus, the gray utilitarianism of the hangar and her dirty plane. ElilE’s eyes were closed. His breath came so timid that at first Saru thought there was none at all. She backed away and ElilE’s arm hung in place. She guessed he was having his own acid trip, inside his own mirthul, exploring the virtual world of her memories.

A few seconds passed, which might have been years of study within the mirthul, and ElilE’s eyes opened. There was a look on his face like the engine of his poise wouldn’t rev. It was pain and sadness and a note of fear. ElilE took a step backward and his knees sagged, woozy like a drunk. And then he fell onto his ass. 

Saru darted forward, swallowing her impulse to laugh, and grabbed his wrist. ElilE’s head wandered like it was trying to track invisible balloons. He raised himself ponderously to his feet and wiped a sheen of sweat from his brow.

“Come with me,” he said. He walked—didn’t run—to the hangar door. Saru watched him, not understanding, not knowing what to do, and then followed. He led her through the maze of steel, past door after unmarked door, closed or ajar, glimpses of hallways, and hangars, and piles of dead trummans pooling gore. Shouts and screams and smatters of gunfire flittered past like ghosts. No one crossed their path. It felt like they walked for a very long time, and took too many turns, and looped around in circles. Saru wasn’t sure if it was the panic tilting her perception, or if ElilE was extending their commute on purpose, giving him more time to collect himself.

He was walking funny, too straight, too measured, like a pole had been shoved up his ass. Even with this grit-tooth determination he sometimes tripped, or paused to lean against the wall and grimace. Idle thoughts popped into Saru’s brain—so strange that the idle thoughts could still survive with her panic sucking all the oxygen. She wondered if it was safe to trade memories the way they had, so hot and fast, like unprotected sex, and if her memories had somehow infected him. She wondered what irrelevant memories had gushed along for the ride—what secrets had she spilled in her haste? And if all her most embarrassing moments were now spreading out across the universe.

They reached a pair of imposing, eagle-crested doors that slid open at ElilE’s touch. Beyond them was an elevator of white walls and white carpet. ElilE entered the elevator and stood erect. Saru slumped after him and sprawled on the other side. After a half-second’s journey, and a squirm in her bladder of going up too fast, the doors slid open on a pure white brightness. Saru’s eyes clamped shut, and her eyelids retreated slowly, suspicious of the light. 

From the brightness emerged a glistening white marble floor, and sleek silver chairs with white cushions, everything silver and white and bright and shiny against a backdrop of blue sky. ElilE walked out and Saru followed, still blinking. They were in a transparent dome that curved upwards like a flame. Beyond the couches and chairs was a bed, and a kitchen, and a wet bar—what was this place? Were they still on the aircraft carrier? Ah, right. It was an observation suite, for Hathaway execs and their political fluffers to witness their toy in action. 

Saru drifted to the wall and pressed against it, giving her weight slowly in case it was some yielding material. Below, the decks of the aircraft carrier branched out in a widening spiral that reminded her of a Discount Day tree. Craters and burn spots deformed sections of the hull, so it looked like moldy gray Swiss cheese. Spurts of junk bled from the stumps of blown-away platforms and towers. The sky swarmed with fighters and drones, racing in fly-swirl patterns.

Saru went to the wet bar and poured herself a glass of eighteen-thousand-dollar Padishah bourbon. Her hand shook, splashing redness over the sides. She brought the glass to her lips and then back down, and repeated this motion a few times without drinking. ElilE watched her in silence. 

“John?” Saru asked. 

ElilE shook his head. Saru nodded.

“How did you find me?” she asked. 

“The memory of John meeting you entered our shared consciousness. It was prominent, accompanied by a great deal of pain.”

“And that’s why you cut him off?”

“John told you of the cephereals. The cephereals also serve as guardians within the shared consciousness. They detect and eliminate malicious information. An immune response. It seems John was most impressed with your actions. Our cephereals deemed your influence an unacceptable risk and quarantined John.”

“Why? What influence? I didn’t do anything.”

“You cannot tell, but you are very loud to us. Your violence is a potent form of gratification that we can never feel. The Blue God wars openly with the UausuaU, allowing you to act in ways that we cannot. The fear of our cephereals is that if your influence spreads, the human Gaespora may take reckless actions that will damage the collective.”

“I guess you could say John was acting reckless. I think he just wanted a little spice in his life.”

“That was not his decision to make.”

“Yeah, he said something about that too. So, you were tracking me ever since I teamed up with John?”

“Yes. Benthalias and Tessenesszbeth both contributed memories of you to our shared consciousness. When you disappeared we deduced that your plane had been interdicted by this aircraft carrier. The difficulty was in the retrieval.”

“You found some suckers willing to tangle with the Hathaways? All that spying is paying off.”

“We are using the Zihua, a militia controlled by the Gercer-han, via the usual obfuscation of subsidiaries. In this John was able to provide us a final service. They have taken his body for their own fruitless experimentation.” 

“You’re giving them John’s body?”

“It is the least John owes us. His consciousness should belong to our own, his thoughts and memories contributing to our whole. Instead, he has given this gift to you.”

ElilE gestured towards the ring she wore.

“We do not object,” he said. “Your relationship appears mutually beneficial.”

“We get along alright.”

“It seems John is an effective tutor. Your ability to access the gifts of the Blue God has grown considerably.”

“Then you believe me? You believe the visions I had were real?”

“We do. We agree with your conclusions. The Blue God is deciding whether or not human continuance is an acceptable risk.”

“Fantastic,” Saru said. “What are you going to do about it?”

“We can do nothing.”

“Fuck that!” Saru yelled. She hurled her glass at the wall.

“We do not intervene. We do not interfere.”

“You took over a goddamn aircraft carrier just to rescue me,” Saru yelled. “How is that not interfering?”

ElilE said nothing.

“Oh, I get it.” Saru grinned, humorless. “You don’t care about the little old humans do you? You’re too caught up in all this galactic shit to care that your own fucking city, maybe your own fucking race is about to be wiped out.”

She walked up to him, getting her face close, pretending to peer inside his head through his eyeballs. 

“Anybody in there?” she asked, knocking on the side of his head. “Any humanity left in this alien whor—”

ElilE grabbed her arm and threw her away so fast she didn’t quite know what was happening. She tumbled to the floor, elbows clattering, arm taut with pain, nearly wrenched from its socket. Her teeth scissored her lip, and a coppery warmth pooled in her mouth. Saru grinned up at ElilE, tossed her hair, and spat a spray of blood onto the floor. 

“There you go,” she laughed. “I knew you had it in you.”

ElilE’s face was swollen, ripe with rage. His chest heaved up and down, and up and down, and slower and slow, sucking in all his anger, wrapping up his emotions in twisty ties, and stuffing them into his colon, probably. Saru could almost see him as a thought wave, see him dissolve into a cloud of atoms, the bands of his control forming glyphs within the chaos.

“I want the human experiment to succeed,” ElilE said, not quite under control, a morsel of bitterness sprung free. “But my wants are irrelevant. We do not intervene. We do not interfere. Our interactions with the Gods span universes. What we do in one world resonates.”

“What are you talking about?” Saru picked herself up off the floor. “Space politics? Aliens a billion fucking miles away? I’m talking about Earth, the people, us, you know? Here, now, everything and everyone you know gone. Who the fuck cares about the rest of the universe?”

“It is that smallness of thinking that leads humanity always to crisis,” ElilE said, with the hint of a sneer.

“Oh yeah, great, feel superior, jerk yourself off while the world ends.” Saru spat again, a pink foam, wanting to spit right in his eyes. 

 She glared at him and he half-glared back.

“Arguing is pointless,” ElilE said. “We will do nothing. We can do nothing.”

There was finality in his voice; the words were like a death sentence. Saru stumbled to the wet bar and poured herself another drink, not paying attention. The alcohol stung the cut in her lip, and the pain was sweet. She wandered to a couch and leaned against the side.

“I’m not an idiot,” she said. “I’ve got most of this figured out already. I’ve been learning a lot, you see? I know I share a margin with the Blue God. I know the Gaespora can’t risk pissing off the Blue God. I know that means I have to do your dirty work. But what I can’t figure out is why you couldn’t just tell me all this from the get-go. You know—before we were on the brink of crisis? Before the Blue God blasted a hole in my city? Before a bunch of innocent people got killed?”

“Would you have believed us?”

“No dice!” Saru yelled. “John told me a whole bunch of crazy shit, and you know what? I believed him. I trusted him. He was honest with me. Is honest with me. Running into the feasters and Ria helped a bit, but you know, John showed me Ben and Tess and some other chimeras and that was pretty convincing…”

Saru trailed off. The answer was there, hiding in that sentence somewhere, just on the tip of her tongue.

“Running into the feasters…” she repeated. And what had John said? It’s our actions that determine the extent of the margin.

“Wait…” Saru said. She started to pace. “This doesn’t make any sense. If I shared a margin from the beginning you wouldn’t need Ria because you’d have me…except…it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t connected to the Blue God yet. I didn’t have enough of a margin. The margin changes…and my margin expanded after I ran into the feasters…” 

Of course. Her margin had started to expand after she met with Friar. The first time she went to her mirthul was after touching a feaster. And then when she’d found the holodomor she’d been able to wield the weapons of the Blue God for the first time. She stopped pacing and stared at ElilE in disbelief. 

“You son of a bitch,” she said. “You did this on purpose. You were trying to expand my margin. That’s why you hired me for your damn case.”

ElilE didn’t react, not even the half-blink signal of surprise. Maybe he was expecting this. Maybe he’d expected her to figure it out sooner.

“You and the other blue-eyed women shared a set of genetic and environmental facilitators that rendered you potential hosts,” ElilE said. “We calculated that confrontation with the feasters would catalyze an expansion of your margin. The case was one of numerous possible triggers for confrontation.”

“That’s not an answer!” Saru yelled. “You strung me along like a jackass while I poked goddamn alien monsters in the eye.”

“We helped you as we could,” ElilE said. “Had you hidden or run from the feasters they would have found you and destroyed you as they did the others. Our actions allowed you to expand your margin. We gave you the tools that were your only hope of survival.”

“Fuck you,” Saru spat. “You could have told me. Coached me a little. Maybe asked me if I even wanted an alien living inside—” She stopped, a new realization dawning. “Oh. Of course. You couldn’t tell me. Because if I got caught, or became a part of the UausuaU, then the Hungry God would learn everything you told me.”

She marveled at ElilE’s deviousness.

“You’re a real sly motherfucker,” she said, planting her hands on her hips. 

“Caution demands that we compartmentalize information,” ElilE said. “It is no different from any other intelligence apparatus. We told you all we could within the realm of prudence. Our knowledge of the Blue God is incomplete. We calculated that of all the women in Philadelphia who shared a margin with the Blue God, you had the greatest chance of survival.”

“Well did you calculate this, huh? The Blue God attacking Philadelphia? Was that part of your plan?”

“It was a risk,” ElilE said. “We warned you that the Blue God did not understand humanity, that it could react with violence. With both you and Ria imperiled by the holodomor, it is likely your cephereals took drastic measures to preserve you.”

“You’re trying to blame me for the Blue God burning a hole in the city? I didn’t want that! I didn’t ask for that.”

“We do not blame you. Had you been killed it is likely the consequences would have been far worse.”

“How do you know that?” Saru yelled. “As far as I can tell, I don’t do anything here. I don’t add anything to the equation. Maybe I’m totally irrelevant. Maybe I’m making things worse, you ever think of that? Maybe I should’ve been killed! Maybe I should give up!”

ElilE didn’t hit her, but he came close. His whole body tensed, arm jerking out and back, leashed to his side with the force of his control.

“Think!” he spat. “If you had been killed it would have been proof humanity could not protect itself. The cephereals are executors of ideas. Ria was tortured and murdered by feasters. Based on your visions, it is clear that Ria’s cephereal believes humanity will succumb to the UausuaU and must be destroyed.”

“So what? What am I supposed to do about it?”

“Your cephereal showed you an alternative future. Your cephereal represents humanity’s ability to overcome the UausuaU. To shift our individual margins, and the margin of our species. Both of these futures cannot come to pass. One cephereal must destroy the other.”

“Oh my God,” Saru said. She took a step back, involuntarily. “You want me to kill her. You want me to kill Ria. First you want me to save her and now you want me to kill her? Are you out of your goddamn mind? I’m not an assassin!”

“It is the only path we see.”

“I run away. I hide somewhere. You can hide me.”

“It is true, you could hide. The Blue God may not act against humanity as long as your cephereal remains. But the power of a cephereal comes from the strength of its idea. The shared consciousness empowers strong ideas and purges weak ideas. Ria is corrupted. Her cephereal protects her, allowing her corruption to progress, demonstrating with clarity the danger that humanity poses. Your cephereal relies on you to prove its argument. It needs you to show that humanity can fight. If you run again, if you hide, it could weaken your cephereal to the point that it is destroyed. But even if you attempt to stop Ria and fail, that action could strengthen your cephereal enough to overcome Ria’s.”

“That’s a whole lotta supposition right there.”

“We cannot know for certain,” ElilE said. “My own experience is limited to the Gaesporan cephereals. I know how they behave, how they grow and die, and how the actions my brethren and I take can strengthen or weaken them. You showed me your visions. I can draw no other conclusion from what you have shown me. Our shared consciousness is in agreement. We see no other way.”

“Well try harder. I’m not killing Ria!”

“Ria is corrupted by the UausuaU. By now she could be insane, or demented, or monstrous. Release would be a kindness.”

Saru screamed at ElilE, not words, just a scream, as though she could blast the calm from his face with the force of her voice. She felt the floor beneath her buck, the glass shatter in her fist, delicious drip of blood. The floor bucked again. The glasses in the wet bar popped, bottles blasting, the transparent walls around them blossoming into cobweb fractures. Saru stared at ElilE, hating him, the hate a living, visceral thing. She gripped the hate in her hands like knives, saw the shadows of knives appearing manifest in her fists. She saw herself plunging the knives into ElilE’s heart, fast—that’s right, I’m faster than you—and seeing his blood gush from the wells in his chest, her tongue lapping, mouth guzzling the information within, feasting and laughing. 

Horrified, she tossed away the imaginary knives, a shake of the hands, and the feeling deserted her like a one-night stand. She drooped, shoulders slumped, leaning against the wet bar and shivering. She had a sense of deja vu, a sense that she’d been here before, seen herself from afar breaking down like this. She stood, and straightened, and felt all her horror and despair and hate and rage slide into her belly, where it gelled into a hernial throb.

“There has to be someone else,” Saru said. “Some other blue-eyed girl in the world somewhere. Someone better than me.”

“Most potential hosts for the Blue God are hunted and destroyed by the feasters before their margins can expand,” ElilE said. “In Philadelphia, the Gaespora have labored to create an environment where hosts can survive through the force of apparent randomness. The presence of the Slow God also serves to weaken the feasters. Even so, opportunities to ally with SaialqlaiaS have been rare. We have taken a terrible risk with you, Saru Solan. We know too the terrible risks that you have taken, and which you must continue to take for the future of humanity.”

“I don’t even know where Ria is,” Saru said. “I guess she’s still in the scintillant, but I don’t know how to find it.”

“If you make clear your intent,” ElilE said. “Your cephereal will guide you to the scintillant.”

That was it. That was her last hope. There was no excuse to get out of this. Or…maybe she could make a run for the doors. Or break through the wall? How high up were they?

“I know you are afraid,” ElilE said, softly. 

That caught Saru off guard. She opened her mouth, ready to tell him to go fuck himself, her whiplash response. But she said nothing. She returned to the walls and placed her palm on the fractured glass, staring out.

“I can feel your fear,” ElilE said. “It is in your memories.” He walked over and stood next to her.

“We are all afraid,” ElilE said. She could see his face in the reflection. It was troubled, and unguarded. He was breathing too fast and his eyes were darting. A bead of sweat plumped on his neck and trickled down a vein into his caji suit. For the first time she could smell him, smell his body odor, not good or bad, just raw, and human. 

“Fear protects us,” he said. “It saves us from the acute risks of self-destruction. But fear beyond reason is paralysis, a gradual self-destruction. There were Gaesporan cephereals who thought an alliance with SaialqlaiaS was folly. They expired, slowly, year by year, turn by turn of the Earth. Their deaths mirrored the encroachment of the UausuaU. They showed that constant fear cannot sustain, and yet—you’re bleeding.”

ElilE was holding Saru’s cut hand, pulling free the shards of glass, and dabbing the wounds with a clean white handkerchief. There was gentleness in his voice, and in his touch, and Saru hated how much longing it stirred inside her, how starved and ready her body was to crumble at kindness. She fought it with a sneer, and then she grabbed ElilE and held him, and he held her back, and they held each other. In the touch, they were animals, free of all controlling molds.

The world around Saru dimmed. Sounds receded and merged into a low hum. Vibrations came to her skin, seemingly from far-away lands, and they felt familiar, confirmations of things she had known in her gut, that were just now meandering to the brain. Lots of niggling and nagging sensations settled into place, arranging themselves into a kind of sense. She could feel the fear. It wasn’t just her own fear, which was great, or ElilE’s fear, which was greater. It was the fear of the whole system, the whole planet, the whole human race, which dominated the mind of the Earth. The fear was written in their every word and act, in the way they spoke, and the music they played, and the books they wrote, and the feeds, and the films, and every creative reflection upon themselves. It was in the wars they fought, never ending, the massacres, the genocides, the lopsided imperial diversions, and the all-out, skull-on-skull death matches. It was in their blood, their genes, the people they bred with, and lived with, and barred with their pathetic lines in the dirt. They were afraid of the new and the different, the strange and the weird, and the Other. They were afraid of strangers on the street, and their bosses, and their children, and their husbands and wives, and the leaders they chose to herd them from one dominant fear to another. They were afraid to die, afraid to waste time and to spend it, afraid to live, and afraid to even try. 

“No,” Saru said, thrusting away from ElilE. “No!” she said again, louder. “I will not be afraid!”

Saru felt the fear inside of her, like jags of mercury in her veins. It was her personal fear, her personal contribution to the world’s slow rot. God she was afraid! She was fucking terrified. So much to fear! They had all done so much to her. Creatures had sucked her blood and tried to eat her alive. They’d broken into her brain and smashed up all the furniture. She’d thought she’d gone insane, and what scared her most of all—that she wouldn’t die. That she couldn’t die. That if her body died her cephereal would just haul her ass back to life in some insane, half-baked, corrupted version to prove a point, and she’d be stuck knowing, knowing what had been done to her, alive forever as a retarded ghost in an alien mind. The fear was present, living, constricting her throat, wobbling her bowels, trembling her legs, jeering and goading her into her own self-annihilation. Flee you wretched creature! Flee to the safety of oblivion!

She thrust her hands forward—out! Get out! I can’t live with you anymore! And she saw the fear, saw it as metal drops, forcing it, squeezing it out through her pores, and to her amazement it came, the fear, manifest, oozing mercury across her skin, and she laughed, straining her muscles and the muscle of her brain, forcing, forcing it out of her so the fear lay like a stink across her skin, a sheen of sweat that she flicked away. The drops of fear formed a spinning halo, hovering off the ground in front of her. She moved her arms, not knowing what she was doing, but using the motion as a prop for her mind, giving weight to her intent, and the drops responded, coming together to form a single, shimmering globe. 

Saru clenched her fist, constricting the globe, cramming it in on itself so it shrank and concentrated into a black pearl. She beckoned and the pearl obeyed, floating to rest upon and fuse with the silver chain of a necklace that now wrapped around her neck. She stroked the pearl, feeling the fear, the cold heat of it there so strong and fierce, a part of her and apart, separate now, yoked to her control. It was thrilling. Lightness filled her, a buoyancy of energy, like she’d lost a hundred pounds or been drained of sour blood.

Saru locked eyes with ElilE. He was calm, and still, and yet she felt within him an awe so clear his eyebrows might as well have jumped off his forehead. She sensed that he had seen it all, seen her shape the fear and master it like a spell, create her own glane without quite knowing how, and this was a form of magic even he could not comprehend. And with that the fear struck back, the necklace drawing tighter, but still separate. Thoughts were sliding between her and ElilE, conveyed in the vibrations of their pulsing blood, the flicker of cells in their eyes, the photons of light like couriers relaying parcels of meaning back and forth.

“Alright,” Saru commanded. “Get my plane ready.”





  
 

12. Starter Home

A star appeared through the cockpit window, leaping flamboyantly into the darkening sky. In a screen to her left Saru watched the aircraft carrier shrink. It was a castle in the twilight, gray towers, decks jutting at all angles like drawbridges and balconies, and a moat of circling jets. Black smoke still poured from craters across its armor, merging with the shadows. Flames twinkled like torches amidst the rows of stately lights. Saru kept the nose of her plane pointed away, holding her breath, keeping her fingers crossed, wondering if and why she was actually doing this. The aircraft carrier became a blob in the background, and then a splotch, and then nothing. Still she held her breath and kept her hand on the throttle, urging the plane faster, so fast that the blood was forming a swimming pool in the back of her skull. At last, an hour, two hours, ten years later she relaxed, and slowed, and trusted herself not to turn around in defeat. 

“Well, John,” Saru said, nodding at the empty seat next to her. “I am an idiot.”

She twirled the ring on her finger, hoping to hear an answer, but none came. She leaned back and fished around the restocked mini bar. Her hand flit across a bottle, and a bar, and a bag of something or other. She tore open the bag and munched on what turned out to be chocolate-covered chips. The bottle was water, the rich-people water with the tropical island on the label that she’d used to build her mirthul. She studied the image—gosh it was so pretty. No wonder she’d wanted to escape to there.

Saru shivered and put the bottle back so the label was hidden. It felt like a virus, the idea jumping from the artist’s imagination into hers, and she wondered what other ideas from what other sources had penetrated her, lurking in her mind unchallenged, like sleeper agents, and what control she had against them, if any. It was dismaying to think of how accepting the human mind was to random ideas, no matter how weak or vile, snuck in at birth or fucked into the brain with the force of repetition. She grit her teeth so hard she thought her molar might crack again, and then let out a deep breath. Her fingers gripped the controls, aching to land, to crash-land even, to find any excuse at all not to go on.

“What do you think, John? Should I go through with it? Decisions. Options! Right? How did you do this?”

Saru closed her eyes and tried not to think about anything in particular. Her fingers rested lightly on the controls, just barely touching, until they seemed to move almost by themselves. Quiet now. Calm now. Don’t think about anything. Of course it was impossible, thoughts popping up faster than ever. It started with low thoughts, dumb thoughts, embarrassing thoughts—the time she’d passed out in the street and woken up with an elzi tag in her ear, an ill-fated karaoke attempt, a one-night stand with a UniBank exec who’d tried to pay her after. They were flashy narcissisms, so strong in the moment and so worthless…she let them come and let them go, and tried to keep her mind in the space between the thoughts, so the space grew wider and wider, until a thought was an occasional thing, swimming by in the distance. Quiet. Calm. Control. The fear was there, a face in the window, mouthing violent gibberish, but it was muted. Saru held the necklace she had made, massaging the black pearl, focusing on the smooth ice of it against her fingertips, until the tactility bled away the focus from the fear itself. The necklace slackened. Quiet. Calm. Control.

Time passed, or the sensation of time, which Saru understood as the motion of quantum potpourri. Atoms wiggling in stars, merging and fucking and divorcing, blasting their friends across the universe in bits of light and matter, matter clumping into rocks, big balls of atoms with a hairy moss of life atop them, swinging around their mother stars. In the space between thoughts Saru could feel it, almost, the vibrations from one corner of her universe to another, all the atoms in their motion doing their own thing, and where the atoms moved frantically time for her was slower. She had a flash of clarity, seeing space-time itself as a current, sometimes moving rapidly when forced into a narrowness, and sometimes slow and wide, with infinite variations between the extremes of frozen still, and so fast that it became something new, atoms moving at such velocity they broke from one universe and flew free into the space beyond.

Saru held the vision and understood. And then it was too much and her concentration shattered. She opened her eyes. She was in a plane, flying up, up into the night sky, though “night” was just her planet turning coyly from its star. There was a dim memory of time and rivers and atomic watchamagoo, but she couldn’t remember the point or what any of it meant. She thought then that humanity might be cursed to understand just enough to not quite get the joke of existence, pretending to laugh along and knowing only they were posers.

The Earth was getting alarmingly far away, the clouds now as distant as the ground had been before. It felt like she was in a gap between two great disks, the disk of the Earth below, and the disk of the sky above. The plane was handling funny, not as responsive, unsure of itself. A light came on, one of the red ones, a flashy bitch with an accompanying beep beep fuck you beep. A display flickered on, simple enough that even Saru could capture its meaning. It showed her plane and the Earth, and some numbers that said the plane needed to return voluntarily to a safe altitude or gravity would do it for them. Did she want to engage the autopilot?

“What do you think, John?” she asked. “Fuck it? I think so too. Glad we’re on the same page.”

Saru switched off the display and smacked the override on the alarm. The beeping stopped, thank God. The button stopped flashing and started to wink slowly, on and off, a passive-aggressive reminder of its disapproval. In any case, the computer was right. There was no sense in leaving the atmosphere, up or down. Saru leveled the plane, and withdrew her right hand, so she could lean over and rest her cheek on it. She kept her left pinky on the control column. Doubt made a comeback, taking advantage of the boredom—whatcha doing, Saru? Gonna go fight the aliens? Gonna go save the world? Gonna go get yourself killed? And what if Ria doesn’t show up? What if you can’t find the scintillant? Are you just gonna circle until you run out of food? Won’t you feel silly flying back to ElilE. Whelp, couldn’t even find the chimera, sorry, guess I’ll just hang out and wait to be killed with the rest of you.

“Quit psyching yourself out,” Saru said aloud to herself. 

The Earth was getting farther away again, and that damn display had popped up, but at least the beeping knew better. Saru tried to level out the controls but they were as level as ever. Was she drifting? Had she gone too far already and lost control of the plane? A jolt of panic gripped her; the idea of floating in this tuna can out into space, starving to death—how embarrassing. She could see a curve of space cutting into her periphery, the Earth no longer fat enough to fill the cone of her sight, no longer joined to her. She grabbed the control column and prepared to yank it down and slam the throttle, and meteor herself back to the surface, back to the safe blanket of clouds, but…no. No. This was right. This was what she wanted. Saru eased back on the control column, pulling up the nose of the plane, guiding it up so the Earth was no longer below, and she was aimed straight for the stars. 

Even prepared for it she gasped. The scintillant was huge, larger than she remembered, larger than she could have imagined. It was a disk of color and light overhead, a galaxy floating above her, growing larger and larger, everything, drawing her in. She took her hands off the controls and sucked in a breath, fighting her instincts, run, run, run away you moron, jump, get out! The fear was creeping back, slithering up her spine to whisper its proscribed annihilations in her ear. Run, fly, jump! She clenched her teeth, concentrating on the pain from her aching molar, using it like a knife to cleave away the knots of fear. 

Colors passed before her, rings, rivers, jungles of luminescence, flowing and pulsing, branching and connecting in patterns unknowable and brushingly familiar. Awe rose and jostled with amazement to rule, making her forget herself, her own small battles for a moment. Saru wondered what this ring did, or that branch of light, or that pattern of dancing orbs? Was that a wing? Or the heart? Or the kidney? Or the lungs? Or was it all just storage, energy trapped in light, light trapped in mass, fluid in this state, a possibility cloud waiting for the will of a cephereal to inject purpose?

Higher the plane went, drawn further and further up. Saru wished the walls were still invisible, that she could look down and see Earth from this height with her own eyes. A screen showed the Earth now, a gray ball of yarn surrounded by a black tire of space. The display winked off and the hum of the plane went dead, and all the controls went dim. Saru tapped the throttle and the other controls, and they moved pointlessly, nothing happening. 

“I am having some serious regrets about this,” she said.

Her voice sounded too loud in the plane, and broken, manic, like she was on the verge of laughter or tears. It was silent except for the noises of her own body, which were now incredibly loud.

“Don’t worry,” she said to herself. “You’ll be fine. Or…whatever.”

Onwards and upwards and upwards and onwards, still, still—how big was this thing? She passed cities and mountains of light, crystal rock faces, and oceans of gold, and orbs of silver, and prismatic squiggles. Light dripping up in hourglass pylons, wrapped with turnpike and roller-coaster rainbows, grids and golden pyramids of light surrounded by blue tundras of flame. Nothing that looked like life, except for the feel, the sense more than sense that here was life at a higher level. Saru could see patterns if she looked without prejudice or distraction, but she could not see what they spelled or what they meant, or what purpose they held, only that they were. 

The space around the plane narrowed; the colors drew closer. She was in a tunnel. There was a cloud above her, a white, fluffy cloud like you’d see in a McChristian feed about heaven. Wisps of it broke against her windshield, coming thicker and faster until she was inside the cloud and could see nothing but white. Saru felt the plane righting itself and then stop and hang motionless. The cloud to her right thinned and revealed a balcony extending out under the plane. She waited a few seconds to see if anything would happen, and to contain the beating of her heart, which was trying its best to explode. Okay. I can do this.

Saru took a deep breath and opened the door. Nothing happened. No whoosh and decompression. No getting sucked out to space or sucker punched. No booming voice demanding she repent. She gasped out her held breath and gobbled up a new one and also didn’t die. It was air, gravity, or whatever environment she was used to on Earth, except it felt cleaner and fresher and also vaguely lemony. She stepped out of the plane and onto the balcony and did a little jump. The ground held her weight, though she got the strangest sense that the ground was made of light, and would remain a balcony only as long as it was told.

Welcome, Sister! Saru expected to hear, or something along those lines, but there was nothing. Silence, except for her footsteps. The silence unsettled her. It was too big, too loud, too strong, all this silence around her, like being center stage in a stadium full of mannequins. She felt herself turning to go back to the plane, then gave up on the idea, and then turned back to where she was, so the end result was just a slow pivot. That made her laugh, and the laughter echoed and bounced and frolicked its way through the silence. Not knowing what else to do, she walked forward. 

  *

After a few steps, the clouds parted and Saru found herself on a lawn—buzz-cut grass with finely trimmed bushes, alternating tall and squat. She stood on a path of red brick, laser-aligned, and the path led up to a sprawling mansion that looked vaguely…familiar. It was white with green trim, faux stone columns, tall windows, and an eight-car garage. The mansion was at once cheap and ungodly expensive, a techie house, or an executive’s, something shit out by a fabrication dozer on its highest setting. This was possibly the last thing Saru was expecting, next to maybe Ria sitting there with a blanket and a picnic basket inviting her to lunch. 

It was quiet still, that looming, deadly quiet—Saru would have thought she’d gone deaf if not for the sound of her own racing heart. The lawn extended into a field of green hills against a vacant blue sky, picturesque to the point of feeling more like a picture than a place. It was huge, and also cramped, as if the sky and the field existed only as far as the human eye could see, and the next millimeter beyond was empty space. 

Saru unlatched the gate of the white picket fence and pushed it open. The creak of it made her wince. Her legs moved reluctantly, please-I-don’t-wanna to the door—carved wood, overlarge, a pretense of rareness, produced in the thousands. There was a doorbell and she rang it. Ding dong, ding dong, dong ding, dumb ass. Huge and heavy notes crashing through the house, triggering the rabbit parts of her brain, making her want to dash back to the plane and fly the fuck out of this plastic suburban nightmare. No one answered, of course—what was she expecting? A butler? An intern to come to the door and let her in? Angry at her stupidity, and the general stupidity of the situation, Saru yanked on the door handle and pushed it open. The door swung in way too fast and banged against the wall, the bang echoing for centuries. 

The inside was predictable—a foyer with twin staircases arcing up to the second-floor mezzanine, an open floor plan with hallways zagging left and right, glimpses of living room, Net room, kitchen. The materials alternated between marble and wood and tile all glossy. Everything was glossy and fresh and sterile, and it all felt so familiar—where had she seen this? Saru crept to the kitchen, footsteps echoing despite her efforts to step softly. The kitchen had sixteen burners and a squid-armed YourChef dangling from the ceiling, a walk-in fridge with comfort-control heating, three sinks, a brick-oven Pizzafast, and enough platinum counter space to land a helicopter. It was empty of course, of people, and food, though the appliances winked at her with the evil red eyes of their on buttons. 

Saru walked to what she guessed was the sunroom, because it was all glass, walls and ceiling, except for the wall shared with the kitchen. There was no actual sun in this place, no single source of light—just the blue dome overhead, with its own steady illumination. No clouds, no motion in the sky, no shadows, none of the millions of tiny clues her body used to sense the truth in its surroundings. It had been better when she was in the mirthul, because then at least she had known it wasn’t real, that it was a plane of existence that played by different rules. But now she was in her world, her natural physics, and it felt wrong.

Saru plopped onto one of the lounge chairs, and the AI material melded to the shape of her butt. That too felt wrong, too comfortable, not hard enough. She growled and stood and glared at the lounge chairs. Who would buy this crap? Or better yet—why was this crap inside the scintillant? And why did it seem so familiar? She kicked the chair, as if she could kick out some answers. And then it clicked. The feeds. Magazines. She had seen this house before, or a house like it, in a Home Castle feed. It was the perfect house, the model house, the aspirational house that any real and valuable person should own. Saru burst out laughing and then felt a wave of pity, and a sickness in her stomach. She kicked open the door and wandered out onto the deck, past the hot tub, and the cold tub, and the BBQ-XL, and the full-sized, stained-glass deck table with umbrella and wicker chairs. She leaned over the railing and spat into the pool, which had a waterfall, and a water slide, a lane for lap swimming, a wave generator, and a light-show bubble spa. 

Beyond the pool was a garden, rows of yellow flowers, and red flowers (roses for sure, she knew that one), and blue flowers, and trees hanging with lemons. Through the garden wound a gravel path, leading to a cluster of hatbox structures in the distance—tents?

“Hello?” Saru called back into the sunroom, the word racing through the empty house. “Helloooo?”

Nothing, just her own hello coming back to her, subdued, dipped in menace like everything else. Saru went back into the kitchen and found the knife library. There were sixty fucking knives and they were all digitally labeled. She had to pull out the handles one by one, until she found a real serious motherfucker. She swished it around a bit, getting a feel for the balance, and then walked over to the Net room and murdered one of the plush chairs. Yeah, that’d do it. She could have brought a gun or a bazooka or a machete with her if she’d wanted, but of course none of that could harm a God. This knife wouldn’t even tickle a thug wearing a particularly thick sweater, but it felt better to have something than nothing, another mental prop to keep the unease at arm’s length. Her fear necklace was slithering tighter, a sneaking garrote around her neck. 

She slipped the knife into her belt and did a final screen of the house. She jogged up the stairs, through the thirty-nine bedrooms and twelve bathrooms, the sex rooms and McChristian prayer rooms. She jogged down to the wine cellar, and the sauna, and the garage, and the second wine cellar, and then decided she’d just about wasted enough time. She returned to the deck, and set off along the path into the garden.

Her feet crunched against the gravel, the only sound. There was no other life here, no birds or buzzing insects. Just the flowers, pesticide perfect, tame and manicured, in scientific rows like pixels of color on a screen. Everything about it made her skin crawl. There was more life in a Philly alley, even if it was just possums and weeds and roaches. Saru saw the path led to a wall of tight hedges, a verdant fortress, and there were indeed tents and flags and domes rising from beyond the wall.

The path ended before a gate, a stone archway between the hedges, with a ticket booth and turnstiles. With a shock, she realized it was the gate to the old Philadelphia Zoo, copied and stuck here in this mansion’s backyard. There was no sign though, no neon flashing or holographic animal display. Where the words should have been there was nothing, just an ugly scribble of metal like the artist had gotten frustrated and given up, a failure of memory. Saru stopped. It felt like there was an invisible barrier in front of the archway, her fear made solid, keeping her from taking another step. Don’t do it. Don’t go in there. Go back to the house, that was nice. Saru grit her teeth, and clutched the knife handle in her belt, and pushed her way through the turnstile, into the zoo.





  
 

13. The Zoo

Saru had been to the zoo once, when she was a kid in the Hathaway Morning House, and she had hated it. There were so many people, and so many kids, though that had made it easy to escape for a while. The teachers could track her implants, she could never really get away, but in the density there was a refuge, a sea of flesh that needed to be parted, and the overloading and slowness that comes with too many implants shoving into a second-tier Net connector. She had wandered by herself for a while, not really paying attention to anything in particular, until she came to the bear cage. It was small. She didn’t know shit about bears, had never seen one, or been able to imagine one that wasn’t a cartoon. But she knew just by looking that the cage was too small, and the bear was too big, and the ground was too hard, and the rocks were too fake. The bear was mangy, with tattered brown fur and swathes of bare skin, and she knew that God or whatever hadn’t made him that way. The bear had an erection, and he was beating at it with his paws, insane, frenetic. The people around her were laughing and pointing and making jokes, their eyes flashing pale as they took recordings to share on their feeds. Saru had wanted to hurt them, to punch them all to the ground and rip out their throats with her teeth.

There were no crowds in this zoo, no one, and no noise or breeze or motion. Quiet. Paths branched out in front of her, wiggling between tents, and cages, and railings around pits that she guessed should hold animals. There were no signs or markers. No ice-cream or cotton-candy vendors. Saru swung her finger around, trying to divine which way to go, and it landed on the center path. She walked to the nearest cage. As she drew close she saw there was something inside—and she froze. And listened. Nothing. Her hand closed around the knife hilt and…don’t be stupid. Whatever it is it’s caged. It was a mound, a lump…a body. 

Saru crept forward and brought her head to the bars so that they almost touched her cheeks. It was a man, or maybe a skeleton he was so thin, yellow skin, drawn, tight around protruding bones, eyes albino raisins, mouth lolled open, hair a wisp of sun-dead grass. His clothes were soiled, but they had been nice, expensive, an elaborate gold-woven caji suit. There was a placard in front of the cage: Royce McFadden. Saru didn’t know him though the name seemed to tickle her memory. Was it an old enemy of Ria’s? A lover who had done her wrong? A rapist? Or a john that had stiffed her once?

Saru moved to the next cage. This one held a woman, dead in seemingly the same way, wearing a shimmery pearl dress. Her skeletal arm reached through the gap in the bars. Pleading. Desperation. Had she been tortured? No…and yes. Starved. She’d starved to death or died of dehydration. Ria had stopped feeding her. On purpose? Angry? Disappointed with her pet? Or just…unconcerned. Saru read the placard: Margot Sigh. Again the name familiar, on the tip of her tongue, niggling at the back of her memory. For the millionth time Saru wished that she still had her implants, that she could scan the body for clues, figure out who this woman was and why she had died, and what she had to do with any of this alien bullshit. Was she another contender? Another blue-eyed host who shared a margin with the Blue God? Was Ria consolidating her power? Abducting and murdering the few who could stand in her way? Was there a cage for her, Saru Solan? If only she had information! If only she could access the…feeds. 

The feeds. Margo Sigh. Of course. She was a celebrity—she’d made an award-winning sex tape. Saru ran back to the other cage. Royce McFadden…he was a sports guy, a boxer or a football player. She ran to the next cage in line, down the whole line of cages: Jezebel Courout, she was on a reality feed about tech wives; Caroline Bader-han, she’d starred in a film about an elzi falling in love; Elton Bush, McChristianity’s sexiest man…now just husks, all of them dried and twisted and shrunken and starved. They were toys, dolls that Ria had picked up to play with and forgotten about. 

Saru moved down the line of cages, following the path, arms and skulls stuck through the bars, voicelessly screaming and begging. Had the celebrities called to one another as they died, shouting encouragement? Had they starved together, scooped up in one go? Or had it been slower, one by one, watching the neighbor shrink away a little faster, captured two days earlier, two days accelerated into doom? What had they said to each other? It’ll be okay, it’ll all be okay. Drinking their own piss, lapping at their own shit, licking their lips and salivating over the corpse of their neighbor in the cage next door? A vile part of Saru found glee in these thoughts. She thrilled at the misery of their fall, like she had laughed at the rich fools in the Hathaway jail thinking that money or popularity was some inoculation against suffering. Suffering, the great equalizer, the great equal-opportunity employer. 

Cage after cage after cage. No longer bright brass, with colored flags, but black and red with rust, and floors of bare cement. The placards no longer read names but madness, words written in blood: Who the Fuck Cares? Just Some Asshole. Why? Why? And eventually simply: What? The path vanished. The flowers and grass were gone. The sky was dark and gray with streaks of black cloud. Sound now, scratchy, squeaking, wire brush against her ear, growing, growing, a mob of sound. It was coming from a ring of rusty spikes jutting from the ground, a pit, and the sound rose like a swarm of flies to envelope Saru as she drew closer. If felt like the sound was eating her, each scratch and shriek a peck at her skin, nibbling it away. Saru came to the railing and looked down.

Rats. Thousands of rats. Millions of rats. A sea of rats, crawling and squirming and writhing around one another, scrabbling and sliding against the smooth pit walls, fucking and breeding, biting and fighting, murdering and eating one another, a kingdom of rats, where there was no ground except the rats below, and the rats below them, and the rats below them, the king rats on the surface with the luxury of open air, and not dribbled with the shit of their betters. Shriek, a rat with his eyes clawed out, burble of blood, sinking into the mass, necklaces and jewels of entrails, body torn and strewn for dinner. Shriek, a litter of rats born, bounced and heaving, guarded by the hissing mother, now one gobbled, now another, but more survive to keep the mass alive. Saru puked, a feast over the edge for the rats! She wiped her mouth on her sleeve, controlling her shudders, and walked over to the placard. Two words written in blood: Homo Sapiens.

There was another pit nearby, and Saru walked over with leaden steps, having to force each rise of each leg, the black pearl of the fear choking against her throat. This pit was tranquil. There was a man inside, alive, naked, sitting on a rock, staring at the wall in silence. He was covered in blood, crusted blood from scabbed cuts, stained blood splashed on his skin, yellowy thin blood around his mouth and blood on his hands. His body was thin and ragged, and his hair wisped like the corpses around him. So many, shriveled and starved, woven together like the dried grass of a crow’s nest. He’d piled them up in stacks around him so there was a floor, a rock to sit on and not brush death. The man looked up at Saru as she leaned over, and his eyes rolled into a slow recognition. His mouth cracked open, and a sound came out, a sound like she had never heard before, from men or aliens, or the tortured girls or the UausuaU. It was a whimper and a moan, an unbroken blue note, slithering up from the pit, forcing her eyes closed, don’t think about it, don’t think about it, don’t think about it, and the whimper trickling up, snaking around her and binding her with revulsion and…too much…too much! Saru took a step back, and then she was running down the path, not daring to look into the cages or pits that she passed, the whimper tailing her, stabbing into the back of her brain, until she forced herself to stop and catch her breath, and control, control, control, still and calm…but fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, calm, breathe, calm…oh fuck…

The sky overhead was black. The cages around her were twisted and broken, the bars winding upwards, metal vines dangled with skeletons and laughing bodies. The buildings and tents were crumbled and fires burned amidst the rubble. Blood burbled in cracks in the cement. The spiked pits were full of bodies, each with their own label: Heroes! Murderers! Enemies! Allies! Foreigners! Fools! Saru walked quickly, keeping her eyes narrowly in front of her, leaping over fallen walls, streams of blood, bodies knotted into comical shapes, torn and sewn together, bent and ripped, skin stretched into kites, forward, forward, oh God, oh God, how could she? How could Ria do this? Fear pressing against Saru, a hurricane at her front and at her back, goading her onward, battering her into pausing and spurts of panic, scrabbling over piles of rubble, pits of flame, charred bodies at the edges, bodies amidst the rubble, fissures of gore, towers and trees of twisted metal and spikes, caged skeletons, bodies suspended from ropes around their necks, lynched in chords, bodies strapped to wheels and broken, oh God, Ria, what have you done? Fire and death and blood and bodies, all of the pain and suffering and horror rising into a crescendo around her, the fear a claw, clamped around her heart, her neck, squeezing and cutting, run! run! until at last it came to an end.

The black sky of clouds melded with the black of space and milky stars. The war zone broke into cliffs that jutted out into the void, gaps of space swallowing the land as if this were the shore of the universe. For a moment Saru forgot her horror, and simply marveled at the scene, the horizon melding into space. The peace was calming. Her breath came steadier. Her heart slowed, and she breathed, and she breathed, and felt steady. She took a step, and then another. It was a long walk to the edge of this world, each step a drop of calm, a tiny mediation. Now there were no bodies, no rubble, no wells of blood and columns of flame. The destruction gave way to simple dirt, and stone, and patches of grass. Step after step, until Saru was on a cliff, with space above and below. A figure in the distance, a shape, now a body, now a woman, just a girl, really, sitting on the very edge of the cliff, legs dangling over the side into space, kicking idly, hands tugging at the grass and letting the blades drift down. Saru approached slowly, slow, soft steps, until she was right there next to the girl, still ignored completely. She sat, and dangled her legs too, and tried not to think about what would happen if she fell. 

Ria was dressed in a skirt and a torn tee shirt. She looked like she was coming off a bad night, scuffed knees, eyes red and squinted, propped on heavy bags, nails bitten, chewed lip, no shoes. Her hair had fallen out, except for a gray crown of stragglers, and the skin of her bare skull was clumped with scabs and jaundiced tumors. Boils and sores, and the nubs of incipient tentacles sprouted from her neck, and arms, and legs.

Ria’s feet kicked to a rhythm that seemed to be on pace with the Earth spinning below. She didn’t look up at Saru’s approach, or when Saru sat next to her—didn’t move or react in any way. Ria’s eyes were fixed, unblinking, on the Earth.

“Ria—”

“Shhhhh,” Ria said, still not moving, lips parting just enough to release the air. It was a nature sound, like her shush was just the wind in the trees. Saru fell quiet. It was all quiet up here, nothing but quiet. Looming, heavy quiet. 

“Listen,” Ria said. 

Saru listened. And heard. A voice, drifting up from the Earth, and inside the voice was pain. A woman, screaming, her hands hacked off with a machete. More voices, a whole village of amputees, crying, wailing, bleeding, for being on the wrong edge of a conflict. Saru forced herself to listen, to not look away, shoving down the clamor of emotions inside her, to look, and accept the reality. Another voice. A man gunned down in her home town, in Philadelphia, a robbery gone wrong, just going to get smokes and then gone, vital patterns randomized by high-velocity metals. A child, body rearranged by the grill of a car, a drunken mistake, the new arrangement unsuitable for life. More voices, too many for any one to gain attention, a montage of anguish, children covered in boils, patterns repurposed by disease, women groveling sex objects, patterns rendered inanimate, men stabbing and shooting one another, scrabbling for shiny trinkets, scrabbling to climb up their pointless, imaginary hierarchy, scrabbling up on a floor of victims, so that only the most ruthless could cut and carve and claw their way to the top, only the most vile could see the sky and dribble shit on the masses below. The Earth was gone, all Saru could see were the rats, the pit of rats writhing in their own tiny universe, all other life destroyed, fucking and killing and churning up and down in an endless cycle. 

Saru gasped and the vision broke. Her lip was bleeding—she’d bitten through it again, and her palms were red with the delving of her nails.

“You see,” Ria said. 

Ria’s eyes lost focus and she looked confused. She yanked angrily at the grass, and threw it down in frustration, and then she crossed her arms and held herself like she was freezing. A tear slid from her eye, a perfect blue jewel, and then another, and she was crying. Saru felt tears coming to her own eyes, pouring down, jewels sprinkling the Earth like rain. Saru grabbed Ria and pulled her close, and held her. Ria clung to her like a child. Saru kissed her cheek and pet her hair, and squeezed her with all the love she had, more love than she knew was possible, and cried until she ran out of tears. The Earth spun below. The stars twinkled on.

 Saru held Ria, calm, and in control, feeling Ria’s pattern, the dance of atoms that made her what she was in this world. It was a pattern Saru recognized, close to her own, so close, they were all so close. Saru wrapped herself around Ria’s pattern, beaming in all the love she could. And then she broke it, breaking Ria’s body, breaking the pattern of thoughts, breaking and cracking and tearing out what she could of the pattern. Ria fought back, body squirming in Saru’s grip, mind screaming for aid. Saru held tight. The body lay still. The skin turned gold, hair gold, clothes melding into gold, the eyes blue crystals still wide with betrayal. Saru held the light in her arms, and little by little she flicked it away, shooting it across the galaxy in beams and bolts and waves. 

Saru tried to send the light to nice places, to the pretty nebula over there, to that bright pattern of stars, some to the sun, and some to the few beautiful places she knew of in Philadelphia so Ria could be home. And then Saru sat alone, dangling her feet over the edge of the cliff, feeling them click into a gentle sync with the world below, and she found herself hating it. She wanted to cry again, but didn’t let herself, because she felt she would be crying more for herself than for Ria, and so she screamed, stood and arms-back shrieked at the stupid world. It felt like maybe the world heard her, and the shriek echoed through the skies, and scared the shit out of everyone everywhere. Or maybe it was her imagination.

There was a crack behind her, like snapped ice. She turned and saw that the fake sky was crumbling, the hills and the cages, the poor ragged bastard, the rats, the sterile gardens, the empty McMansion, all melting and fading into swirls of light, melding back into the structure of the scintillant. The glowing destruction raced towards her—this is it!—and then stopped at the cliff. Saru watched as the playground Ria had built broke apart with her pattern, no longer slaved to her will, and the light ran free. 

Nothing came to fill the fake sky or fake ground. It was just space, vacuum, and her cliff island floating far from the body of the scintillant. Saru became conscious of her breath, and the squirting of her blood through veins, the creak of muscle and bones, and even the low, power-plant sizzle of her brain. How much air did she have out here? Was it just as much as was held in the force field around this piece of dirt? Or did the scintillant know she was there? Was it splitting atoms, pumping in enough oxygen for her to last indefinitely? Did it know what else she needed? A bathroom? Food? She shivered. 

The dried corpses from the zoo laughed in her mind—one of us! One of us! It’s just what you deserve, you murderer! Hey, Ria killed you; I avenged you, kind of. I saved the world, maybe, or increased the chance it would be saved. I got rid of a pretty big variable, dontcha think? But even she wasn’t convinced of that, couldn’t bring herself to think of it without the tears making another attack on her eyes, without the sickness in her stomach and stress gush across her body accusing her of doing wrong. Maybe it was fair, this punishment, being stranded out here to starve or freeze or suffocate, watching the Earth, wondering if the prize was worth the price—probably not. It was biblical, the kind of headache masochism the old McChristian God loved to fling around. Could she paddle back? Saru knelt by the edge, trying not to look down, and flopped her hand around, accomplishing nothing. She laughed a crazy laugh, and flopped onto the ground, and spread out, and rolled around, and just laughed and laughed, imagining what she must look like—why would anyone kill these guys? They’re comedic gold! And somewhere inside the laughter, Saru was crying again.

There was a growl, rattling the ground like space had hit turbulence. Saru sat up. A dog was sitting in front of her on its butt, right out in the middle of empty nothing. Saru could tell without knowing how that this was Ria’s dog, Ria’s cephereal. In her periphery she saw strands of light fluttering up and down and winding their way to the dog. Luminescent antlers sprouted from its skull, pulsing and branching and bonding with the light of the scintillant.

A ghost appeared in front of the dog, a hollow outline of a person, light pouring in to give color and solidity. A face emerged, serene and beautiful—Ria. The cephereal was trying to bring Ria back. But not Ria—another corrupted copy of her, missing pieces, more pieces than ever because Saru herself had broken them apart and flung them away. And what would this new Ria think of Saru? Would she remember being murdered yet again? It wasn’t likely to improve her attitude towards humans. Saru yelled and grabbed at the rocks on the ground, and hurled them at the dog—shoo!, shoo!—and they fell pathetically short. She tried to use her mind, her thoughts to attack the dog, but even the attempt at glimpsing its pattern made Saru scream in agony, and it felt like her brain was frying in her skull.

Another growl, an earthquake, knocking Saru to her knees, this one coming from behind her. It was her dog, her cephereal, walking through midair, coming towards her. Saru’s dog leapt at her, and she braced herself, and the dog’s body traveled through her. It was not hair, not meat, not force, not substance, but light, and hot, and cold, and electricity, the feel of a struggle in her brain to interpret a conundrum. A vision of molecules sliding past each other, ships in a heavy fog, passengers waving to the strangers on the other deck. Saru spun drunkenly, watching her dog, still feeling like she’d discovered a new sense, like replacing all her blood with mouthwash, or falling asleep in the beam of a cloud shear. Her dog continued its charge, and when it struck Ria’s ghostly blueprint it was solid. Her dog’s claws rent holes in the ghostly body, jaws snapping on the neck, ripping it to shreds, so the light spattered like blood. The tentacles of light withdrew from Ria’s dog. It growled its anger and the two dogs fought.

Saru watched the cephereals attack one another, clawing and biting, shrinking and growing, open wounds of light that bled pretty into space, growls rocking her island like a raft in a storm. More dogs appeared, spectators. One to her left, sitting in empty space, and then one on her right, and then more, and then many, so they formed a circle of magical dogs watching the gladiatorial combat of their friends. Saru wanted to root for her dog, but she didn’t know how, and so she stayed quiet, and simply tried to keep her calm, slipping into that space between thoughts, tightening and controlling herself, so if she had to take on an enemy cephereal she could at least go out fighting. 

The two dogs backed away, and circled one another, each battered and leaking. They charged, and the force of their collision nearly flung Saru into the abyss. Her dog had its jaws on the other’s throat. It held, the light pouring out of the neck in rivers, and then Ria’s dog lay still. Its eyes fell on Saru as it bled away, coincidence or accusation, and then it was gone. Her own dog lapped at the blood, and licked its wounds, and they closed. 

The spectator dogs disintegrated into blurs of light. They trickled to Saru’s dog, and were absorbed. Her dog grew and grew, larger than the Earth, larger than the scintillant, so large it filled Saru’s vision like it had within the mirthul. Antlers sprouted from her dog’s skull, the veins of light reaching up and out, spreading like a web across the universe, connecting with all the threads of light from all the stars, neurons in a single mind. Saru stared into its eyes, two black holes, and saw within another Earth, where the gray rags of smog were stripped away, blue and green, and gold, ships and stations spreading out across the solar system, planets fertile with technology, cities rising on their surfaces, a people strong and fit to live and treat as equals with the other citizens of this universe. It was one vision among many dark and vile futures. But it was there. It was possible. It could be done.

The dog shrank and padded to Saru’s side. Golden light crept across her skin, moving easily through the lattice of her thoughts, up her arm and down her body, a suit of golden armor. Saru swayed, feeling the sway of the light around her, running the light through her hands like fabric. Her motion guided her intent, hands wrapping the light into a circle. She knelt and placed the circle around her dog’s neck, and her dog sat still and allowed it. The light circle dimmed and took on the aspect conjured by her mind’s eye: a purple collar with heavy spikes. As the collar became solid, the dog too felt more solid—less light and more dog, though still not quite corporeal. The light across her body dimmed, and Saru was flesh again.

“You need a name,” Saru said to the dog, rubbing its fur. “How about…Barks. Mr. Barks. It’s funny because you don’t bark…and you’re an alien…and you don’t care one way or another because you don’t even know what I’m saying, you shit.”

Mr. Barks simply stared.

“Yeah, I thought so.”

Saru sat carefully on the edge of her dirt island, rubbing Mr. Bark’s fur. Idly, she played with the ring on her finger, the playing a way to distract herself from the useless thoughts, to bring her back to the state of focus, the deliberate mind. She was starting to get the hang of this shit. A shimmer appeared next to her, a few stray snatches of light. Saru gave them more of her concentration, until the shimmers clashed into defining lines and drew her own ghostly figure. Features filled in the gaps, a pretty face, a caji suit (though it could have been a tuxedo or a cowboy outfit) some fingers and toes and the other familiar details. John stood next to her, intact, though still with a ghostly glow. The glow Saru added on purpose, so her brain didn’t confuse John’s image with reality. It was important, she was learning, to make rules, to organize her thoughts so they didn’t get in the way of each other.

John looked around, curious.

“Hey,” Saru said. “You took your sweet time getting here.”

“I did not know I could come here,” John said. He walked around, testing his ghostly body, scratching his bare feet against the dirt and stretching.

“I wasn’t sure it would work either,” Saru said. “Impressed?”

“Immensely. How did you do this?”

“I was just thinking about you, and I wanted you here. And I realized that I should be able to do something about it. I mean, Ria built a whole world for herself. And I have as much of a margin as she did at this point…”

Saru trailed off, wanting to avoid those memories, accusations scratching at the back of her mind. John dimmed and flickered like a screen losing reception. Saru grit her teeth and focused.

“Anyway,” she said. “I saw everything that Ria did, so I knew it could be done. I started willing you to be here, really focusing on you, and what I wanted. I felt something, like being back in the mirthul. It was like the Blue God was picking up on what I wanted and making it happen. And here you are. I don’t think you can touch anything though. I think you’re just a projection, just a way for me to talk to you without having to go back into the mirthul.”

“Fascinating,” John said.

“It’s convenient. And this is Mr. Barks. You saw him before. He’s my cephereal. Aren’t you buddy?”

Saru scratched behind Mr. Bark’s ears. She wanted him to behave more like the dogs on the feeds, to lick her hand and chase his tail, but the fact that he wasn’t trying to rip apart the fabric of her existence was a good start.

“It’s funny,” Saru said to John. “I feel strange with you here. Like a part of me is busy, like I’m using up a lot of brainpower. You wanna see if you can get ahold of ElilE and maybe get him to come pick us up?”

John nodded. He closed his eyes in concentration. After a few moments his eyes opened.

“He is coming,” John said.

“That’s a relief. I didn’t have a backup plan.”

Saru patted the dirt next to her and John sat. She willed herself a bottle of champagne, just to see if she could. A bottle appeared in her hand, the same bottle she’d opened in the plane a thousand years ago, memory come to life. She corked the bottle and tipped it over, pouring a drink out for Ria. She imagined the drops floating down to Earth, flecking pedestrians in Philadelphia, looking up, wondering who was spitting on them. The shriek of rats echoed in her memory. Saru shivered and tried to drag Mr. Barks closer, but her arm rippled through his body, leaving her cold. And she realized that even with John, and Mr. Barks, and the Earth for company, she was alone.
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