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1 PARADISE


        

      

    

    
      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!

      She rose to a totter, bare feet cutting on the broken glass and trash, 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. A glossy reporter yammered updates: Terrorist attack. Philadelphia. Thousands dead. 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.

      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 god, their actions had seemed so right, so righteous. The Hungry God was evil; it must be destroyed. 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 Hungry God, and just had the bad luck to rent an apartment over the abode 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 a stale donut and a mug of coffee, but the flames laughed their accusations from the screen and Saru could keep nothing down. She showered with the hose and then looted the bare shelves for clothes—baggy trucker jeans, work boots with nylon socks, an XXXL shirt with an eagle and lightning bolt, and a knife that she tied around her waist with a length of paracord.

      The teller watched Saru as she stole and 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. 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 birthing 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 chemical tang grated the vessels in her nose and lungs. Was it the natural smell of New Jersey? Or the smell of a city and all its ores and oils burned to dust? Philly was close—close enough to smell?

      Pale, scraggly trees with limbs like spears grew in neat rows on either side of the road. Blood pines—and they earned their name, oozing a blood-red sap from their needlelike leaves and gnarled bark. They had been engineered as traps for the elzi, who followed the sweet musk they exuded and found themselves impaled on the sharp, hard limbs. The more the elzi thrashed the more they tore, and blood dripped into the soil and fed the roots. Bones hung from the limbs, some white from age or still brown and black, and some with full flesh being pecked by flocks of crows that cawed and flit like shadows from pine to pine.

      Saru walked on.

      The blur of sun spun overhead and then down again, leaving only the false dawn of the inferno at her back, undiminished by the distance of her shuffling feet. Overhead, fleets of planes drew vapor trails like claw marks across the smoked-out sky. Saru 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 dawn came again, more haze over more smoke and smog.

      She tripped—and fell. There was a moment of suspense, and then a prickly, concave agony, and then nothing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hands, grasping, shaking her. Hands, grasping too hard, nails into her skin, pain dueling the pain in her head.

      Pain. The cruel whip of survival.

      Eyes drawing in the light, a dark 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. 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.

      Thick silver implants like the antennas of a roach jutted from the woman’s rotted eye sockets.

      An elzi. Attacking her unprovoked?

      “Bagels! Half off!” the elzi screamed and lunged forward. Saru took the force of the hit, dumbstruck by the battle cry, and almost fell onto her back. It spoke! The elzi actually spoke!

      “Toasters! Half. Off,” the elzi gasped, and then her grip loosened and she wandered away and began to limp in circles. “Percolators. Half off? Filters too. Fifty percent. Only until Friday. Bagels. Half off.”

      “What?” Saru choked out the word like a pill stuck in her throat. It felt like she had never spoken before, and never wanted to go through it again. “What do you want?”

      “Bagels!” The elzi screamed. “Half off!” And then she sprinted off the road and slammed into a blood pine. The branches burst through her back. She shuddered, and then hung still.
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        * * *

      

      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 looked up 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.

      Saru’s 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 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. 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 an early grave.

      Saru’s hand flopped and grasped about for a means to lower herself over the wall, but there were none. 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 ride, 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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.

      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 put his hand in her mouth and felt her teeth and gums looking for implants, 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 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 others more mysterious, all plump and rich like little bankers on the vine. There were gardens within this garden, a misted vale 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 pagodas with carved dragons in shiny woods that roared out rare and expensive.

      Everywhere in the gardens frolicked 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 and all genders beyond and in between, of every size and color, dressed and nude and extravagantly costumed, laughing and playing and screwing like a wet-dream circus.

      What was this place?

      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.

      All of them bore a mark, a circle with a stylized 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 partygoers as they skipped and strolled. It was on the foreheads of the people in uniform, the squatter, plainer servants 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.

      With a whoosh of air, a giant flying carpet like something out of a fantasy pulled alongside the stretcher. A mob of beautiful people sprawled across the carpet, laughing and drinking from golden cups. In the center, 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.

      “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 suit stood behind the throne. His face was strangely familiar. Saru knew him from…

      ElilE? The Gaesporan who had hired her to find the blue-eyed women?

      No, this man was younger, too young. He looked like an ElilE fresh out of high school. What could he be doing here? Was this all a dream?

      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. 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 videos and virtual kingdoms with oceans before, knew what they looked like from the Net 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 resting 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 enchanted place.

      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 fro, 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 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 within the skin, or eyes, or most likely in the brands that all the servants wore. 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.

      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. 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.

      The twisted doctors crammed her into an empty tank and the door closed. 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.

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 servants 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 PANDEMONIUM


        

      

    

    
      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 wounds or broken bones. 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 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 young man from the flying carpet walked in. Now with fresh eyes and a semi-functioning brain there was no mistaking it—he was ElilE, or at least a younger version of himself. Maybe getting younger was a power the Gaesporan’s had?

      “You’re Saru Solan,” the man said. His voice was a velvety, not-quite monotone; the cadence matched the clockwork rhythm of his breath and blinks. It was ElilE’s voice, with a hint of choir boy.

      “Sorry, I don’t know who that is,” Saru said, stalling. She smiled a movie-star smile, wide, dumb, and plastic. “The name is Maggie.”

      “There is no point in deception,” the man said. “It’s written in your eyes; they shine with the mark of the Blue God. You know me just as I know you. I am a clone of ElilE. You may call me John.”

      “A clone?” Saru dropped the act. “I guess that explains why you’re a kid.”

      “My body is twenty years old. But my mind is far older. Up until thirty-six hours ago I shared a connection with ElilE that allowed me access to his thoughts and memories and the thoughts and memories of all others sharing that connection. But that connection has been severed—blocked, jammed. Something is filling the interdimensional margin we use for telepathy with impenetrable static. I have received reports of elzi beyond the walls vocalizing, which suggests their connection to the Hungry God is also affected.”

      “Yeah, I heard some elzi talking. They were repeating ads picked up by their implants.”

      “This phenomenon can only be the work of the Blue God. Tell me: how did you come to be here?”

      “I don’t exactly know,” Saru deflected. “Where am I?”

      “This is the summer cottage of Priscilla Hathaway, a scion of the Hathaway Estate. You saw her briefly when you were brought in. She thinks you’re a common runaway and has installed a servility implant inside you.” He pointed at the circle H brand on her thigh. “It will seed nanofibers into your nervous system that cause pain and paralysis when you disobey or leave your allotted areas.”

      “Can you disable it?”

      “No. In fact, my position here is tenuous. We are both in danger.”

      Saru snorted. “What else is new?”

      “A great deal is new,” John said, treating her quip like a real question. “The Gaespora serve as advisors to all the significant states, militaries, and corporate entities. Those we advise know we have an ability to communicate that is beyond any human means of interception and so they tolerate this arrangement. It maintains an equilibrium. No faction can move against another because they all have information parity. And no third parties can move against incumbent powers without Gaesporan aid.”

      “That’s a neat little racket.” Saru picked up the bed sheet, found a seam, and began to rip at it, pulling away a length of cloth about six inches wide.

      “What are you doing?” John eyed the sheet.

      “Arts and crafts,” Saru said. “It calms me down. Keep talking.”

      “Yes, well…with my connection severed, I can no longer share the thoughts of my fellow Gaesporans. And if they also cannot share thoughts then the telepathic network between great powers has now been down for over thirty-six hours.”

      “They can still use the phone.”

      “Other means of communication are vulnerable to interception and deceit. Some factions have already begun campaigns to proliferate false information and seeded fake signals in attempts to glean the intentions of their rivals or goad them into strategic missteps.”

      Saru stopped ripping a moment and pondered this. “Ah, I get it. War.”

      “War, plunder, genocide,” John said. “Without information parity there is a window for bold action to achieve success. The whole global order could collapse.”

      “I won’t miss it.” Saru kept ripping.

      “Maybe not. But if the Earth descends into chaos and bloodshed the Gaespora will no longer be able to protect you.”

      “Protect me?” Saru laughed. “You guys tried to kill me. Or sacrifice me. To get the Blue God to fight for you. Well, I’ll tell you this much—it’s fighting alright.”

      “I won’t argue our motives or methods; we did what we could to help you.”

      “That’s a fat load of shit,” Saru said. 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. “You did what you could to help yourselves. Like right now. You’re scared that without your power your keepers will swat you like a fly.”

      “Priscilla is a cretinous debauchee but the seneschals—the technocrats who maintain the Hathaway empire—are astute and pitiless. When they determine how to exploit this situation to their best advantage it is likely they will imprison, interrogate, and dissect me to try and learn how Gaesporan telepathy works. If I were acting purely out of self-interest I would flee.”

      “Then do it. I didn’t barge into your room.”

      “Being part of the Gaespora has afforded me a larger perspective. The equilibrium between world powers is broken. An entity unknown to them has made an attack on a major US city. The elzi are behaving strangely and the advisory organization that conducts all diplomacy—the Gaespora—can no longer perform its mission. Few know the truth of the gods and their divine conflicts; they only know that someone among them has struck and all are readying for violence. I remained at my post because it is my duty to maintain stability. And now that you are here I will do all I can to help you, because your connection to the Blue God may be the only chance to prevent a world war.”

      “How incredibly noble of you,” Saru said. “Too bad I don’t give a damn.”

      Saru slammed her wrapped arm into the mirror. It shattered and the shards fell around them, springing up and biting her bare legs. John threw up his arm to shield his face and leapt away—the first awkward motion she’d ever seen a Gaesporan 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 John so he could staunch the blood, 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. 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.

      John made a noise, maybe it was words, maybe it was even a shout, and she screamed more and worked the glass in a 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. She let out a gasping laugh and then 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.

      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.

      John 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 drenched in blood, his lips wobbled in failed attempts before he managed, “Is everythi⁠—”

      “Leave us!” John 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 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?” John 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 like a buffoon 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 John 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. Without so much as a NetLink 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.

      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 followed a gaggle of laughing servants, 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.

      Church-height above dangled chandeliers with wrought faces of curly-haired babies and golden overlays, so the light twinkled out in patterns like aristocratic disco balls. Real paintings—not screens—hung on the walls, old paintings, portraits of distinguished men and women in dresses and suits, beautiful and proud, going backwards in time through what Saru supposed were the most fashionable clothes and skin colors of their ages. Eventually the men went from modern 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 Global United States of America.”

      Something clicked in Saru’s mind, the name floating up from memory—wow! good old-fashioned brain cells, no implanted storage. This was a Founder, one of the Founders, the Founders of the New American Order. Saru recognized the face, remembered it staring up at little-kid Saru from a school screen with that same masturbatory smugness.
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