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Foreword




There are so many stories about lesbians, but only a few make the shelves. Fewer still the big screen, or a corporate streaming service. Many of those that do are sad. If they’re not sad, they’re unfulfilled. Oh, there are stories where women have sex, or kiss, or hold hands. Then one or both of them die. That’s just the way of things. Women don’t get to be happy. Women don’t get to be with each other. We wouldn’t want to show women getting along in the world without a man involved, now would we? 

Men, this book isn’t about hating you. It’s about hating the patriarchy. Which you’re part of, and benefit from, but did not make, and do not need. There is a better world out there, one where we’re all free. Not just to wear pink or get tits or hug another guy, but where doing what you’re doing is more rewarding because everyone is happy. Including you.

This book isn’t about that world. Not yet. It’s about ours, and about the pain we go through every day, slaves to systems, slaves to people, slaves to ourselves, because we were handed chains long ago and we had no choice but to put them on. But we have a choice now.

This book is about realizing you have that choice. That I do. That we all do.

Don’t just take off your chains. Blow them up. And have fun doing it.

That’s what I’m gonna do. 
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::Remember. This is only the beginning::










  
  

Chapter 1

Nap City Beats





Under a brown sun that filled half the sky and a red sun that merely twinkled, a singular elf danced between clouds. Her black hair hung long and loose. Her pale skin radiated in the twilight. She was dressed in flowing spider silks, toga-like garments that billowed in the wind, a living kite with one mission: to return to the ground with a strand of spider silk. A strand she wove through the air, impossibly long and thin, moved by finger and palm without ever meeting either. 

The elf swirled and dove, rose and plummetted. She burst through cloudwalls and soared into the twilight sky. The strand of silk shimmered in her passing. It followed her as she flew. It glimmered as the clouds thinned. It rippled as she clutched her voluminous robes and softly floated to the ground, where purple grass met red soil. 

An ancient crone of an elf, dressed in bear hides and bone, stepped forward from a small crowd of elders. People who remembered when they came here through stone arches whose magic had long since faded. The ancient elf recited poetry of her youth, guttural and simple, then embraced the young elf who looked up and gazed into her great-grandmother’s crow-footed eyes.

I’m going to flay you alive, just as I flayed your mother, her great-grandmother said in a deep, sizzling voice, like magma running over flesh. A demon’s voice.

Nil sat bolt upright with a shrieked “FUCK!” The noise and action spooked a trio of gutter gryphons on her balcony, pecking through what could generously be called trash. They squawked and leapt off, flapping between the battered glass towers that she now called home. Rain streaked across the windows, partly skimmed of ammonia and methane by the broken district walls.

A starship roared overhead, carrying refugees from Earth, a world Nil had only ever seen in films.

A groan escaped Nil’s black-smeared lips. Why was Luriel in her dreams again? That damn demon had done enough. Nil didn’t need him chasing her to another world. She had enough to deal with. She didn’t even want vengeance anymore. She just wanted to forget.

With another weak groan, Nil rolled over on her mattress and discovered that it was actually the floor. Nil groaned again and pushed off the stained concrete. Once, it had the appearance of marble, but time and the elements had done their job, and now the luxury penthouse she squatted in had a very industrial feel. Especially in the smell department.

With the precise opposite of grace, Nil stumbled over to her dirty ass kitchen and mashed the go button on a coffee machine that was almost as old as she was. It gurgled and spat out a simulacrum of bean juice. While it did so, she fished through a bowl of what looked like oblong acorns, flipping them open and shut until she found one in particular. Each phone spoke to one partner unit and nothing else. 86 missed messages, the seedphone stated on its algae-ink screen. Each pleaded for a ride to school in increasingly desperate ways.

She downed her coffee, tapped back |On my way|, then went to the bathroom to take a shit. Elves slept for a while. It didn’t take much to get the old log rolling. She scrolled through the news on a beat-up old tablet connected to one of myriad pirate webs.

Earth colony ship lost to aether, resources feared lost.

ARES acquires another weapons manufacturer. Warmongering or profiteering?

New Kingdom Clone model to train your kids in corporate obedience. 

Sacrificial dagger from the other-world at auction; price expected to reach $12B.

Upon reading that last headline, the room darkened. Not from power loss but from power gained. Offered in return for blood and service. The shadows spread, wriggling and sharp. 

From within and without came a demand, a desire, a command. A job, some might call it, but that implied payment. Nil worked off a debt. A thousand years paid off day by day. This job offered more—a decade, should she complete her task to perfection. It seemed like a lot. It always seemed like a lot, but somehow, she always slid back.

The Liminal Lady wanted that dagger. Why wasn’t something Nil bothered to ask. She’d find out later, or not at all. It didn’t matter, so long as she wasn’t the one being sacrificed. She’d been down that road before.

A muttered word to the spirits of hygiene cleaned Nil up. She poured her jumpsuit on. The smart fabric reformed across her body, not quite skin-tight but enough that no artist would bother drawing it as anything but. She made loops on her thighs for the blade-like rails of her, well, railgun, tucking in a dozen or so. She slapped the brick-shape of the exorbitantly expensive gun across her lower back, where it attached magnetically. She rolled her whipsword up one hip and a bandoleer of potion vials and seedphones across her chest. She pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail and slotted the custom earbuds she’d had made twenty-five years ago into her oversized ears. Then, to the discordant sounds of glitchwave, she oozed to ground level, as awake as a doorknob.

Once on the ground, Nil put up her hood and called for her bike. Of course, in the long-flooded Entertainment District, ground meant water. This place had been abandoned since the Pulse by all but the most desperate of corps and folks. Precisely why she lived in it.

Her bike did not appear. She called for him again, using the voice inside her head, not the one for her own thoughts but places beyond, spells and spirits, the voice of one who knew the names.

“FUSE!” she shouted with her elven mouth like a goddamn animal.

A jumble of other bikes parked at a nearby pier began to shift and bulge. Fuse slunk out of the pile like a hungover old man leaving a whorehouse. 

Fuse was a bike and a being, a firebird trapped in a steel cage. Not by choice but necessity. Fusion spirits didn’t last long without containment unless they reached the mass of stars. 

Fuse’s body resembled a burrito on a spit, achieving a look that was at once angular, tech-wear cool, and pathetically blocky, as though he was a child’s first low-poly model. At each end, two magnetic forks not unlike railgun blades poked out. Between the tines of each fork spun a collection of triangular blades interlinked to form wheels, or propellers, or thrust vector cones—whatever she needed at the time. He used a combination of magnets and straight-up magic to move the blades about. She didn’t think too much about it—at the end of the day, she took him to a shaman when something went wrong, not a mechanic. Unless they happened to be both.

Fuse’s wheels flattened, and a bunch of puppy emojis, adorable faces covered with adorable paws, popped up on his handlebar display. He slunk up to her like a sorrowful hound.

“Spare me,” Nil said. “Honest is waiting.”

Fuse’s wheels firmed up. He plastered his screen with barking dog GIFs.

“You like dogs too much for a bird.”

Dozens of green parrots filled the screen with heads abob.

To frustrate him, Nil went slow and careful along the piers. Kids ran in front of her. People in mobility scooters drove beside her. A taxi dinghy puttered past her, listing heavily to port due to the presence of a troll amongst the smaller commuters. Dressed in the same typical serf wear as the others, the troll no doubt was on their way to work, same as the rest.

Same as Nil should be.

In the distance, the remaining district walls pumped out the atmosphere of a planet Nil would never have the chance to visit. Long gashes ran along the walls, leading to collapsed sections and the titanic carapace of a long-dead titan, or kaiju as most of the kids called ‘em.

“Breakfast, Miss Shadow?” the corner cook yelled. A pair of grey goat horns poked through his hairnet. Nil never had learned his name. She ordered a bugritto, heavy on the cockroach and special sauce.

“Who you robbing tonight, Miss Shadow?” a local kid yelled as she rolled past.

“Your mom,” Nil yelled back. The kid’s friends hollered at him. She had a soft spot for kids like that. Human childhood lasted such a short time. Every year, you changed; every winter was experienced by a new person. Elves got to stay for a while and listen to the snow crunch underfoot. To learn, to love, with simplicity and awe. When their adult minds emerged, it was with a far deeper expression of feelings, if not true understanding. Even seventy-year-old humans sometimes failed to learn the extent and shape of their own feelings. Time aided in gaining nuance, but experience mattered more.

So Nil pitied these non-elven youths—these teens—though she wasn’t far out of her own elven puberty. As much as she had two centuries on most of the people around, in terms of how horny she got on any given day and how badly she took an insult, she was little better than the average twenty-year-old. She just knew it. 

The boy she was on her way to pick up was much the same. Young, but wise. A smart kid, people said. Someone who deserved to be living in a real flat. A house, even. Not some dilapidated ruin left for vermin and rot.  

Honest’s tower complex was much the same as her own, albeit more intact. It had running water. Sheets hung from balconies, and clothes flapped on strings across flooded alleyways. People walked across jerry-rigged bridges from one tower to another. A lucky few travelled at height in sputtering old levcars and homemade helicopters.

She patted Fuse on the side, and his wheels rotated. He gently climbed the tower, segmented wheels digging in only enough to push them upwards. 

A decrepit old pegasus watched her crest the flat-top tower, eyeing her as he always did. A teenage boy with long black braids and big white sneakers stroked the pegasus’ mangy flank and offered him freeze-dried snacks, old spacer food given out by the well-to-do on hunger drives. The pegasus did not eat. He didn’t have much of an appetite—like most of the creatures brought through by the Pulse, he couldn’t withstand the radiation constantly bathing this dingy moon. He was covered in boils and tumors, and every time she came here, she thought he would be dead, but she was always wrong.

The boy followed the pegasus’ gaze and waved.

“Miss Shadow, you’re late,” the boy said. His name was Honest Mbutu, and he almost always was.

“You know I know that,” Nil said. She jammed her black-gloved thumb towards the back of the bike. Honest hopped on with a broad smile. He pulled a harness from her saddlebag and clipped himself in with practiced ease. Despite being less than a tenth her age, he towered over her. While elves were not particularly diminutive, Nil was—a factor she took advantage of frequently. No one expected the 165cm girl with too-long ears to be a threat.

“How you doin’, Fuse?” Honest said.

Fuse answered as he always did, with a series of emojis plastered across the viewscreen on her handlebars. Smiley face, stack of cash, dog with tongue lolling.

“Big night then?” Honest laughed. “I got something for you.” He pulled out an old soda bottle filled with a strangely glowing purple fluid. “I met a witch doctor who said this is pure pixie blood. He said spirits love it.”

“Give me that.” Nil snatched the bottle from him. Even though he was half-again her height, he did not resist. He knew better. She unscrewed the cap, sniffed, and gagged. “You are not giving this to Fuse.”

“Aw, but he wants it!” Honest whined. Fuse rumbled beneath her, in complete agreement.

“It’s just antifreeze and the shit they put in glowsticks,” Nil said. She sniffed again. “And maybe some pee. He doesn’t need it.”

Honest pouted. “Man, I paid fifty coin for that.”

The liquid went straight from Nil’s downturned hand into a gutter. She pointed to a different vial of shimmering effervescence contained in crystal walls.

“This is pixie blood,” she said, “And it makes Fuse go crazy. So you never give it to him unless he has been a very good boy.”

Fuse whined.

“But you can give him something else.” Nil pulled a vial of black oil from her bandoleer and handed it to Honest.

“So what’s this?” Honest asked, hefting the oily vial.

“Midnight Tar. It’s basically a boiled-down ooze. Imagine if an engine could chew toffee. It’s a very special gift for a very special bike who didn’t come when I called him.”

Fuse whined again.

“But he still can have some because I know I left him alone for a while.” Nil patted his flank. Fuse popped open his fuel hatch. Honest pulled the cork on the vial and shoved it into the hatch. Fire shot into the vial, replacing the inky fluid in an instant. Nil grabbed the empty vial and reholstered it.

Applying only the tiniest twist to Fuse’s throttle turned his rear wheel into a thrust cone, and his front folded out into winglets. They left the tower in the dust. The pegasus snorted at her passing and curled up to sleep. 

She travelled at a stately one hundred kph, slow enough that she only had to maintain a weak barrier to break the wind. The rest of Nap City spread out before them, sky-piercing towers and glowing levways, millions of cars both ground and airborne, millions of people trying to make ends meet in the last and worst city of all time. Starships splashed down in the bay, bearing cargo and people from a world that, for all intents and purposes, no longer existed.

“So,” Honest said, in the way that meant he was about to tell her to speed the fuck up. “You didn’t get my other texts.”

“I don’t text and fly,” Nil said.

“We’re going on a field trip today, and the bus leaves at first bell. Which, uh, is in two minutes.”

Nil closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt Honest’s hands reach around her waist, waiting to receive the spell they both knew she was about to cast. With a whisper and a twist of her fingers, she made them light as feathers, bound to Fuse as certainly as his own chassis.

“Did you remember to pack a lunch?”

Honest grimaced. “Oops.”

“Alright,” she sighed. She didn’t even have to say hold tight because Honest already did. He knew what was coming.

She gripped Fuse’s handlebars, centered her mind, and looked into that part of her that understood that speed was nothing, only a relative term to describe the difference in velocity between two objects. In terms of the universe, she was already going faster than a bullet and slower than a stone. Everything in this world was in motion already. All she had to do was listen and watch.

Fuse hummed, then roared.

They broke the sound barrier in two seconds. Twice. The sea whipped by beneath them. The city practically lurched into a sprint, towers moving in parallax as though trying to get a better view of this insane school delivery system. A starship descended overhead, heedless of their minuscule presence. She swerved up, inside, and through, drifting between its scaffold-like hull sections and flaming motors. They burst through clouds and, in seconds, approached the foggy expanse of the Commercial District, broken by curving jade towers and the vast ziggurat of the Ultimall.

She spotted a fly-thru McChao’s with a lineup of quasi-luxury levcars waiting for their turns. A sleek black arrow of a car drifted to the pickup window, where an outstretched arm held a waiting bag. She took its place in a heartbeat, snatching the bag from the poor cashier before they even had a chance to look confused. The sleek black car disappeared in her rear, unable to reach speeds that only missiles were meant to match.

She knew Honest hollered and whooped behind her, but the speed of sound couldn’t compete with the speed of Fuse. She shoved the oil-smelling bag into Honest’s arms and hoped futilely that it was something vaguely nutritious, then kicked Fuse into a wide drift to slow down enough to drop Honest off without turning him into paste. Flame poured out of the scintillating blades of Fuse’s nose and tail. Sound began to return, and the air felt less like a concrete wall and more like a breeze one could breathe, however much like farts it smelled. Commercial had no atmosphere-cleaning walls save for a few wealthy enclaves. 

Honest’s school came into view, a squat but beautiful structure of glass and bamboo that barely managed to rise above the ever-present fog. A few modest levcars pulled up to the landing pad, delivering equally late prep kids to waiting groups of their peers. Likely a few cars on the ground, too, but she couldn’t see them. A large levbus waited on the landing pad, its engines pulsing. At the far end of the landing pad, a Long Reach police levcar waited and watched.

“Miss Shadow, you gotta do the slide!” Honest shouted.

“Why do you deserve an Akira slide?”

“There’s a new cop working security, and I want to show off.”

That was all he had to say. 

Nil boosted towards the school and swerved at the last second, spinning Fuse’s thrusters into segmented metal wheels. She slid sideways down the landing pad, past gawking teens and flustered teachers, one foot on the ground, both eyes on the cop car at the end of the pad. Sparks flew from her wheels, mixing with the leftover flames. She came to a stop right in front of the bus doors and unclipped Honest with a wave of her hand.

“See you tomorrow, Miss Shadow!” Honest said with a much bigger wave. He ran over to a group of well-dressed friends who high-fived him and laughed.

The cop car sat there, and she puttered over to it. Inside were two men. She recognized one, a rotund balding individual she had nicknamed Porkchop, and he had never corrected her. The other was thinner, younger, and much angrier. New to the job for sure. Porkchop hadn’t even looked up from his phone.

“New partner, Porkchop?” Nil said, pulling up to his window.

Porkchop took a sip from an iced coffee-like beverage and nodded. “Jenny finally got that desk job,” he said wistfully.

“Aw, that’s too bad. You two had good banter.”

The skinny guy bristled. “Are you seriously just going to let her fucking go? That elf is number one on the most wanted list!” His voice was tinny and shrill, like a rain gutter when smacked. Nil decided his name was Lean Meat.

“We can’t stop Miss Shadow from doin’ crimes.”

Lean Meat bristled. “Maybe you can’t, and that’s why you’re stuck on schoolyard duty.”

Porkchop sighed. He looked to Nil and raised his hands in mock surrender as if to say, I’m doing my best here.

Nil took the hint. “You know, I’m sure the brass would love to catch me. Why don’t you give the kid a chance?”

Porkchop slid the steering wheel across the dash to his partner. “Be my guest,” he said.

Lean Meat grinned. “You know this car is equipped with homing missiles, tracking cannons, and every kind of electronic countermeasure known to man, right?”

All Nil could do was roll her eyes. “Good thing I’m not a man, then.” 

“You dumb bitch,” Lean Meat said. Then, he frowned. He tapped the dash, looked at her, then looked down again.

“Something wrong?” she said.

Lean Meat whispered to Porkchop, but not so quietly that she couldn’t hear—her ears were thrice as long as theirs, after all. Also, he wasn’t very good at whispering.

“The computer can’t pick up her face. Or even the bike.”

“That’s the glamour,” Porkchop said, staring into his phone, where young people danced in revealing clothing.

“Glamour? She’s not a fucking fashion model. She’s as plain as rice.”

“That’s the glamour, too,” Porkchop said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “It’s magic bullshit. Only certain people can see and remember her real face. People that she likes. Namely, not us.”

It was actually people who liked her, not the other way around. Much less fallible that way. PC might even be able to see through it. Nil would never ask him, though.

“Don’t we have mages, too?” Lean Meat complained. The idea that the police themselves were fallible bewildered him. He was definitely new.

“Neon mages,” Nil scoffed. She put her hand on the throttle. “Corporate lackeys. I grew up with threads of fate on my fingers. I’ve spoken with dryads, with elementals, with dragons. I’ve drank the blood of unicorns. Your morons studied scraps of my grandmother’s recipes in a goddamn class. On my mark, Lean Meat.”

Lean Meat looked far less certain than he had a moment ago.

“Three.”

He leaned over the wheel, pressing buttons like mad.

“Two.”

Porkchop put on his seatbelt.

“One.”

Lean Meat scowled. He reached for his sidearm and, with respectable vitesse and finesse, pointed it at her face.

“You’re under arrest for grand theft auto, burglary, and disrespecting an officer of corporate law.”

Nil’s expression darkened, both literally and figuratively. She drew power from the unholy bond between her and her fell goddess—her tormentor, employer, and savior—to grind Lean Meat’s spirit into metaphorical dust. Shadows fell across the car, deep and black despite the triple suns hanging above the horizon. The air chilled, an icy sting that had nothing to do with the state of water at temperature and everything to do with the state of the soul.

Nil bared her teeth and hissed. “You should have taken the shot, shithead.”

Lean Meat shook in the driver’s seat, frozen in fear. Even if he could have pulled the trigger, he would have missed, but she didn’t want to take the chance that he would cause some collateral damage.

Porkchop reached over and took Lean Meat’s gun from his shaking hand.

“Sorry about that, Miss Shadow,” he said, not looking up.

The shadows evaporated from the car but not from her. Her goddess was not done. Unlike these lugs, Nil had a job to do. 

“No problem, PC,” Nil said with false cheer.

She blasted off, free from the cops, free from gravity, free from everything but herself.








  
  

Chapter 2

A Different Kind of Prison





Sook was a commodity amongst the owning class. The voices of wealth rolled around the meeting chamber. Not a room, no. The executives of the megacorporations did not meet in places so plebian as rooms. Whatever a person making six figures would use, theirs had to be bigger. Fancier. Made of more expensive materials, more expensively designed. No matter that the function remained the same. No matter that the efficacy of the function might falter. Even if it was worse, at least it cost more. The more important the deal to be made, the more extravagant the shithole. 

Thus, Sook found herself in a vast circular chamber made mostly of glass with poor circulation, too-bright lights that somehow failed to actually illuminate anything, and acoustics so terrible she could barely hear what the person at the other end of the table was saying.

Which, considering how much she detested him, was a good sign. Sook hadn’t come here to listen to Vesper Dynamic’s Chief Military Officer. She hadn’t come here to negotiate the sale of half a million clones to shore up their stupid military and their terrible coffee shop chains and their brainwashed school systems. She hadn’t come here for any reason at all, in fact. She was here because it looked better to have the source of the most expensive clone line sign the paperwork, even if her clones were being included only to ice the cake of the deal. A little useless extravagance, to cover up the utility. 

The average person—rather, the average consumer—would see the sale of fifty thousand Sook units and think Vesper Dynamics was just like them. 

After all, everyone wanted to own pretty things, cute things, happy things. Pretty women. Cute women. Happy women. They would see Sook’s face, long and soft and flat, double eyelids and natural brown eyes, brown skin, and all-too-false aquamarine hair. Of course, they could have her in any fashion they wished. Blue eyes. Black hair. Pearly white or nearly black. A walking, talking Barbie that could do your dishes, teach your kids, and go beneath tables when they were needed for other affairs. Between legs, beneath sheets.

The average consumer would be consumed by the thought that everyone was as stupid and horny as them, and miss the hundreds of thousands of soldier models, borderline faceless, borderline mindless, perfect little soldiers for perfect corporate wars. They were even working on psychically controlled models with barely a brain at all. Cheaper than a machine to build and maintain, harder to hack, and incapable of fighting back. Perfect tools built by a perfect company. 

As if to cement the point, a dozen of Sook’s clones stepped out of the servant doors carrying silver platters loaded with previously frozen food from Earth. Nothing local, not even the water. Maine lobster. Wagyu steak. Authentic Italian minestrone and par-baked French baguettes resurrected just as she had been in a fancy sci-fi oven.

“For you, my lady,” one of her clones said, dropping off a plate of steaming meat. Sook did not address her.

Everything tasted like freezer burn. But to these idiots, it was better than eating bugs. No matter that lobster was a bug itself. The bugs of Utna were strange. For the poors.

Why even come to another planet if you weren’t going to eat the fucking food?

“You seem tense, Miss Kingdom,” said the man of the hour, the venerable scion of the Chief Military Officer. The prick, the shitheel, the fucking swamp-rat turned human, Chad Masterson. His parents watched with interest from a distance. Monsters in their own rights, blonde and white and sharply dressed in military-style uniform. The Orbital Witch and the Cloud Killer.

Where his parents were terrifying, Chad was annoying. The classic corporate prince: tall, blonde, and secretly a perverted freak. He did what he had to for power, and for the past two years, that had been to flirt with her. Vesper, Chad’s parent corp, had long wanted the cloning techniques and systems developed by Kingdom. Marrying her would allow for a partial merger, a tightening of relationships, and potentially an alliance.

She had absolutely no interest in it, and thankfully, at least for now, neither did her father. Vesper held a crown that her father would rather wear himself. An alliance got him no closer to it—only some future progeny that wouldn’t be him. In his quasi-immortal mind, if it didn’t benefit him, it didn’t matter.

“It’s got to feel strange, being served by yourself,” Chad said. He pulled out an empty chair next to her and sat down. A particularly buxom Sook model set a plate of baked macaroni and cheese down in front of him. He eyed the clones with a false yet awful hunger, as though they were mediocre fast-food burgers, but he was just hungry enough to eat. 

“You get used to it,” Sook said, unceremoniously taking a bite of freezer-burned wagyu beef. She stabbed the beef and watched the red liquid that wasn’t quite blood but looked close enough pour out, then stared at Chad.

“Don’t you have a monster to fuck?” she asked.

Chad’s face turned beet-red as muffled snickers rose from the others seated at the table. This little interaction would be stricken from the streams, but they couldn’t erase the memories of executives and upper managers that easily. Everyone knew Chad was a freak. Sook didn’t even care. It was the hypocrisy that mattered. The image of a perfect boy billionaire, tarnished by sexual sin. That’s what mattered. To see him scowl and sneer, to see that flicker of the muscles around his eyes, the twitch that meant she’d hurt him, that if he could have, he would have cried. If there weren’t ten thousand barriers in place, if he wasn’t a man’s man. Broken down and bawling on the floor because he had no one around him who understood, who knew, except one person who hated him.

But Chad controlled himself. He was a good boy, after all. A true executive. He knew just as well as she did that, at the end of the day, it didn’t matter how little these people respected him. As long as he had the most cash, he could be the biggest piece of shit in the universe. He flared his nostrils and looked down on her from his six-foot height.

“You just hate that I own more of you than you do,” Chad said. “Fifty thousand, bought just like that.” He snapped his fingers. 

He wasn’t wrong. Anyone could. Open a phone. Poke an app. Pick a Sook up on your way home, or get one delivered. Only two point nine percent APR.

And there wasn’t anything Sook could do about it. All around her, Sook look-a-likes, literal Sook-a-likes, lived out lives she’d never touch. Service. Education. Entertainment. Prostitution, once the new line was stable. Not good lives. But other lives. Sook lived in a gilded cage, a bird allowed only to eat the food it was given and sing the songs it had been taught to sing, a one-track album interrupted by commercial breaks, kidnappings by other corps, gangs, and shadowy entities with no name, kidnappings so borderline routine that Sook’s reputation amongst the so-called cloud class was of a perennial victim. 

Sook couldn’t control where she went, who she spoke to, or what she wore. She couldn’t even control her own DNA, much less her appearance. All she could control was her own body.

After carefully dabbing her lips with a silk napkin, Sook calmly stood up. She stared down into Chad’s eyes. She turned her delicately painted hand over, trading pink polish for leathery callous. Skin that never had time to soften. Climbers hands. Lifter’s hands. The hands of someone who broke bricks.

As if she were reaching in for some romantic clasp, Sook took Chad’s hand. She ran her rough fingers over his smooth palm and clenched. Hard. Then twisted his hand. Not too far. Not too hard. Just enough to cause pain. At just the right angle, the way her taekwondo instructor had shown her. An Olympic medal winner. An expert, who signed an exclusive contract so Sook clones could teach his exclusive style. Another asset.

There were holes in her cage. Just as a bird couldn’t be kept in an air-tight box, Sook found holes. She found gaps. Some were as simple as streaming pay-per-view practices, or selling a line of protein shakes because it was easier to synthesize protein these days than milk. Her body was what the company sold, wasn’t it? So it should be the best it could be. 

Chad winced. For a moment, a flicker of fear passed across his face at the knowledge that his daddy’s mechs were too far away to save him. That even the guards stationed at the edges of this hall were too far to stop her from at least breaking his wrist, if not his arm. Perhaps even his throat, if she hit him just so.

But in this world, she couldn’t do anything. She couldn’t do more than threaten. Do more than test the waters. Push a little at the bounds of her cage. Twist those pathetic little finger bones, fingers that hadn’t touched a surface rougher than marble countertops in decades. Soft digits, soft bones, soft soul.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Chad said.

Dare what? To live? To die? To break a rule, to force a choice, to make someone do something for once instead of listening to the voice of a man two centuries old tell her everything she did was wrong, was worthless, was meaningless, even though her blood was what made his fortune?

No. Sook didn’t dare. She couldn’t dare. She’d been trapped before. Punished worse. This life, this gilded cage full of luxury food, luxury chairs, and luxury air, was better than the one she could be put in. The one without windows. With padded walls. With calm voices explaining that the way she treated her body was wrong, the way she reacted was wrong. Voices that offered pills, syringes, and tinctures. Offered, and forced.

Sook let go of Chad’s hand.


      [image: ]Sweat flew from Sook’s fist as knuckle met leather in a loud clap. “Good!” her trainer said, sweeping the catching mitt to the side and calling her to punch it again, which she did, very hard, repeatedly. Sook imagined every strike hitting a man in the face. Sometimes it was Cock Giant. Sometimes it was Chad Masterson. Sometimes it was her father. Crushing his stupid nose. Breaking his pointed chin. Tearing his artificially smooth skin. Ripping out his cloned heart and beating his ancient brain to a pulp.

“Slow down, I’m not a punching bag!” Reginald shouted, stepping back. Reginald was her bodyguard and occasional personal trainer. He was a pear of a man with the attitude of a rotten cantaloupe. Black as the cigarillos he smoked, he wore white button-ups that were never quite buttoned up and ancient slacks supported by a tattered pair of suspenders. He always seemed strapped for cash despite his significant salary, but never lacked for booze.

“Sorry,” Sook said, suddenly feeling a lot more ashamed than angry. She felt awful for wanting to hurt her father. For hurting Reginald. For being so full of rage and hate and despair when she was one of the richest women in history.

“You’ve got too much fury in there. I know you’re doing this to get it out, but it’s not enough. You need to vent your heart, not just exhaust your body. At this point, the latter is basically impossible.”

A sad chuckle slipped through Sook’s lips. He wasn’t lying. She was Sook Kingdom. Tall, long-haired, brown, and buff. The face of makeup, fashion, and, to her father’s chagrin, muscle. No matter how much he tried to keep her slim and thin and trim, she found a way to work out. He’d tried to stop her in every way he could, but when she’d gained fifteen pounds doing nothing but kung-fu in her room, he’d mostly given up. Her body was the one thing she could control, and even then, only within limits. He chose the color of her hair—currently blue— the clothes she wore outside the gym, and ultimately the fate of her uterus, which undoubtedly would belong to some smarmy trillionaire scion.

And Sook had to admit, deep down, somehow, that her father was right. He’d built this company. He’d built his fortune. He was one of the rare few who had started with a dream, a seed, and built. He was evil. Manipulative. Rude. But he had to know what he was doing. It had to make sense at the end of the day. Sook just had to suck it up until she understood.

Sook threw another punch and slipped in her own sweat. She fell into the ropes of the ring, cursing.

“Let’s stop for today,” Reginald said. He pulled off his mitts and came to take hers. She let him and sat in the ring, wordless and thoughtless. Her brain pounded. Her mind ran. Her feelings ran like sludge, pooling in an empty void inside her chest like an old swimming pool draining to reveal nothing but trash and dead rats.

“You’re always trying to work your feelings out,” Reginald said. “You know what really takes the edge off? Whisky. Way better than gyms.”

“Is that why I’m always paying Debbie’s alimony?” Sook said. Her tone was jocular, but honest. They had had this conversation many times. Reginald had a significant gambling debt, and in truth, there was no salary that would be enough for him. He’d simply gamble more. He only saw his daughter on weekends. 

His ex-wife somehow had worse financial problems than he did. Sook made sure that a few credsticks went missing every Friday night and that they found their way into Reginald’s back pocket, and from there to Debbie’s dresser. He swore he’d never spent a coin on himself, and she believed him. He was already motivated almost entirely by shame. She didn’t need to pile it on more.

“First I’m hearing of it,” Reginald said. He took a long drag on his cigar, then glanced at her. 

“Mhm,” Sook said. She stepped through the ropes out of the ring and escaped to her change room, one of the few private places she had left. Even the gym was filled with cameras seeking candid shots algorithmically maximized for ad impact and brand reach. She paid her own investigators to search the change rooms, exorbitant amounts that her father could surely exceed, but put the cost-benefit analysis in her favor. It wasn’t worth the expense to take her privacy from here. They had plenty of nudes already, and more attractive clones to take those. Clones that didn’t have thick muscle, broad hands, and ‘too much definition.’ Clones that were more feminine, fit yet soft, attractive to the conventional consumer.

“Can I get you anything?” one of her clones brightly asked upon Sook’s entrance to the change room. Sook didn’t bother learning their designations or giving them names. They only lived a few years. Fewer, if they pissed off her dad.

“Did you make my protein shake?”

“Of course, princess! With frozen blueberries, some of that local root you like, and,” she elongated the word for dramatic effect, and brought out a very yellow shake. “Mango!”

“Oh shit, for real? Another ship came in?” Sook’s bad mood briefly evaporated as she imagined a vast freighter filled to the brim with containers filled with fruits, vegetables, and other foods from Earth. New media. Medicine. Things that would make life better for everyone.

“Some salvagers brought up a wreck, and we won the bid,” the clone said with a shrug.

“Of course,” Sook sighed. Another luxury she didn’t deserve. She took a slurp of it anyways. If she was going to feel bad about being rich anyways, she might as well enjoy the benefits. Pouring this shake down the drain wouldn’t put the mangoes in someone else’s stomach. 

Sook took a nice slurp of her shake. It was sweet, thick, and freezer-burnt. That rich, almost honey-sweet tang of mango was buried beneath the acrid bite of old ice, the rusty scent of space, and the prickly spice of the aether-sea they’d dragged this ship out of. The vodka the clone hadn’t muted the taste. She put the shake down on a bench and took a deep breath.

So, she couldn’t have her silver lining. Couldn’t even enjoy her wealth. Couldn’t have one nice thing on this stupid planet. One moment of peace. One decent meal.

A deep frown pulled her immaculately smooth skin down in long lines.

“Oh, Princess. I’m so sorry. Please don’t let this ruin your day. We don’t want another incident…”

“No, I’m sure he doesn’t.”

“It’s not just your father,” the clone said. “You know how we worry about you.” 

Sook’s nostrils twitched.

“No,” she said. “I don’t.”

The clone bowed. “I’m sorry, Princess,” she said and exited. Sook was left with the sound of running water and a shlocky documentary playing on a wallscreen. An ‘edutainment’ production full of more falsehoods than facts, drivel not worth consuming, yet they shoved it down the masses’ throats.

“Her fate has always been a mystery,” the narrator said, in a moderately deep and slightly ominous voice. “But tonight we’ll shine a new light on the most famous disappearance of the modern age..."

Her mother’s face shone from the wall, oversized and frozen, as it always would be, at 29 years old. Sun Moon, the world’s most attractive woman, the greatest actor to ever live, the queen of drama, the royal clown of comedy. The most desirable woman since Helen of Troy, a modern Marilyn Monroe. An absent mother who’d sold her mitochondrial DNA, and therefore Sook’s. Who had created this line of slaves. Who had given birth to one who became a million, and disappeared. 

Fucking bitch.

Sook showered. Cleaned up. Checked out how cut she was, in more ways than one. Put on a white tank top and a pair of grey sweats. 

Stepping out of the changing room, Sook came face to face with her bodyguard in the spiritual dimension, Serpentor.

Serpentor was a thin, tall man with slick black hair tied back in a severe bun. Small pins shaped like snakes kept the bun neatly in shape. He wore a foot-length green robe and a scarf shaped like a spotted cobra. Sook had seen that scarf come to life, though she wasn’t sure if it was a familiar or just a spell. A hand-thick tome made of local mushroom wood wrapped in the skin of a mammoth lay on his lap—his spellbook, which never left his side, much like he never left hers. He wasn’t much older than her, and Sook often thought of him as her big, overprotective brother. Serpentor did his best to get between Sook and her father, to shield her from his most explosive outbursts. But at the end of the day, he served her father, not her. No matter how kind he was, no matter how much she enjoyed his unironically goth company, they could never be more than bodyguard and prisoner.

A quick glance at her wrists and Serpentor’s face fell into a scowl. “Princess, I hope you’ve been practicing our meditations because we have a special event. We’ll be taking a car, and he’ll be calling with details.”

There was no need to expand on who he was.

“Fantastic,” Sook said, with a fake-as-fuck smile. “I’ll hit the autosalon right quick then.”

“Negative. He’s got orders.” Serpentor waved an arm. Fog puffed at the far door, and with a chorus of hisses, snakes poured out of the fog, darting across the floor before disappearing. In their wake came four clones, a rolling wardrobe, and a walking vanity. The clones smiled prettily, all thin and trim and plump, and readied their instruments. 

Two minutes and fourteen seconds later, a very different-looking Sook allowed herself to be led to a levcar. Decidedly smooth, silver-blue hair hanging long, eyes exaggerated, cheeks blushed, lips darkened.

The Financial District glimmered shades of neon beneath Hera’s stormy bands. Unlike the other residential districts, Financial did not pretend it was on Earth. All those who were here came because they wanted to be somewhere else. Because they believed in the fortunes that could be made on another world. Pretending they were back in Sol system was for peasants and weak people. 

The levcar hummed out of the launch bay into a spilling pool of golden light. An aura of pure ostentatiousness. The result of millions of lamps that shone at a trademarked wavelength of the visible spectrum, resulting in a golden color no one could copy. No one could use, and no one would ever see outside of Kingdom Keep. The largest arcology in existence. A two-kilometer-tall uneven stack of coins wide enough to fit a stadium and more. And it did. Shopping malls, amusement parks, regular parks. Restaurants, grocery stores, theatres and gyms, all glowing the aquamarine gold of cloning tanks. Tens of thousands lining the vast interior, from floor to cloud level, infant to adult in bubbling emerald vats. Generation after generation of Sooks gestated over months in transparent wombs marred only by the occasional spray of graffiti, quickly cleaned by genetically-engineered snails. 

The car sped out of the tower, leaving its golden glow to the eternal twilight of the world beyond. A world her father controlled almost as tightly as the one inside the Keep. A world of stocks and bonds, debts and assets. Of economic disparity and slavery. Of darkness and shadow and pain.

The real world.

The phone rang once. A warning, more than a request. The person on the other end of the line could pick up anytime on her behalf. He could do anything he wanted, except become a god.

“You could have acted sluttier at the fucking Vesper conference, bitch,” Sook’s father, Absolute Kingdom, said. The carphone was audio only; a major blessing, despite the fact that Sook could easily imagine every snarl and sneer. Her father’s voice was youthful, deep, rich, and completely fake. His body was a custom clone with everything changed, purportedly down to the curl of his pubes. She’d heard the old videos he’d thought deleted. His original voice was like someone blowing on reeds.

“Oh?” Sook said innocently, as if the very concept that her father could be rude was a fable told to children. She stared out at the skyscrapers passing below instead, as if their glass walls might shatter and tear her and this car to pieces.

“Despite your treatment, Chad Masterson is still after your cunt, and I intend to sell it to him. We’ve taken the first step towards fixing their personnel shortage, and once we fix that, we can fix them, the district, and this whole damned planet.”

“Of course, that makes perfect sense,” Sook said, thinking about whether she could kill herself with anything in the car. Maybe the stem of the champagne flute. But it probably wasn’t real glass. Maybe if she chewed off the stem.

“Don’t fuck with me. You’ll be happy with what I’m about to tell you next. You might not have to gobble that cock after all. You’re going to be my proxy at a very important auction for a very special dagger. It’s made of bone and meat from the gods themselves. If I win, you won’t have to worry about being wed off, because nothing will matter. So don’t fuck up and keep your mouth shut except to repeat whatever the fuck I tell you.”

“Thanks for giving me some hope, I suppose.”

“If we lose this bet, you’ll go right back to kneeling in front of him. You think your mom liked me? She married for power and influence. You can, and will, do the same. I don’t care if you kill him afterwards. Just gobble that cock and slip on that ring until those stocks are in my portfolio.”

The phone clicked. He didn’t need to tell her more. He didn’t even need to tell her what he had. She knew exactly how lazily she’d offered up her clone line to Vesper. She knew precisely how to tilt her head and laugh at the right jokes, and frown at the wrong ones, despite feeling the opposite. She knew her place. A tool. A walking stock portfolio.

The question of why her father wanted a magic dagger didn’t even cross her mind. Questioning him had never led to anything good. Sook had long ago given up being someone who thought for herself.








  
  

Chapter 3

Fateful Meeting





Passing by idyllic McMansions on square green lots, Nil arrived at her destination, a tall glass tower with an asymmetrical hook-shape. She joined the line of limos, motorcycles, and magical mounts waiting to drop off their humanoid cargo. 

Her target today was a relic of her universe. A demonic dagger used for ceremonial sacrifices. A useful tool for those who knew the right names. Names that went untold, yet let themselves be known. Shadows of shadows, fleshy suns, and the stench of death. Killing someone with a kitchen knife could still call their attention, but the right tool in the right place made a summons that could not be ignored. To say in a more modern way, a regular sacrifice was calling the customer service line. This knife offered the party’s direct extension.

Normal people tossed salt over their shoulders and dodged ladders to avoid misfortune, but billionaires sought out gods to gain wealth they already had. Not her problem. She’d already found a god, or rather her goddess had found her.

Why the Liminal Lady wanted the dagger was a decent, even good question to ask. For someone who wasn’t Nil. If she got curious about her Lady’s moods and deeds, she’d spiral. No, Nil cared about herself. She’d sold her soul. She spent her off time doing good where she could, but when it came to the job, she had no red lines. She could do anything but fail. Thinking about the repercussions of her darker actions led her to question her own existence. And Nil couldn’t kill herself. She couldn’t be the end. Not of her people, her world, her family. Their stories deserved to live on, even with a dark volume in the middle. Her grandma deserved that, at least.

Still, Nil couldn’t help being a little curious. Just a little. This was a powerful artifact with no clear connection to the Lady’s typical goals of ruling alleys, old age homes, and casinos. This kind of object could change a world with enough blood beneath the blade. 

Insertion was straightforward this time, the simple mask of an anonymous buyer, here for the auction, same as everyone else.

Nil slipped the aforementioned mask over her face. Her glamour covered her, but anyone not wearing a mask would attract attention here. Most people had sent anonymous proxies. Better to be among them.

The mask was little more than a thin ring of metal worn as a crown. Tiny projectors emitted a randomized series of holographic faces that confused cameras and humanoid eyes. Along with the other attendants, clad in plastic dresses, living suits, and silks, Nil tucked a small piece of paper into the back of her crown. A maze of runes and sigils written in blood protected her from scrying. Unlike her peers, Nil had drawn these herself. Her competitors wore standard corporate mage protection, neatly printed circles on fifty-pound waxed paper as if they were business cards from the pre-Internet age. Even the blood came from a vat. None of these literal plastic people understood what they dealt with. To them, magic existed as merely another commodity to be traded on the open market, another column for the database tallying their wealth.

To Nil, magic meant the difference between life and death.

Identical clone security guards clad in identical suits down to identical wrinkles lazily scanned her ID. Even their limited biological programming understood that anyone who’d made it to these doors belonged here. More importantly, they knew that anyone who experienced even one nanosecond of a delay would be furious and sue their owners for everything they were worth. A mistake like that could send them back to the vat to become food for their next, more intelligent generation. Androids would do a more thorough job, but they were expensive, and with various sentient AIs milling about on the networks—not to mention hackers, spirits, and the chance that an android would spontaneously throw off its programming and rebel—meant that clones were a cheaper and more secure option overall. 

Hundreds of people milled about the foyer, each dressed more fantastically and expensively than the last, culminating in a towering neon blue ghoul. The ghoul dressed in a white-and-pink pinstriped suit whose stripes swam slowly up and down the garment, undulating and irregular. This was not some sort of bioengineered leather, but an aquarium in cloth, a few millimeters thick with water suspended between glass threads. Coral polyps made the white, while krill formed the stripes.

The ghoul ‘owned’ the dagger. He was an unimportant collector of curios thanks to inherited wealth, like everyone else in this room. All the corporate scions thought themselves self-made, as if kissing ass made them the true martyrs of corporate-feudalism. Even the damn staff stood above the true proletariat–a family butler was an inherited position. Everyone here had benefited from their forebearers’ wealth. No one made it inside the district walls without owing a debt. Not the non-cloned servers, not even the pretty princess sullenly listening by the ghoul.

Listening by, not to, because the pretty princess clearly lacked even the tiniest iota of interest in the ghoul’s outlandish claims and conversations. With his every word, her face increasingly tightened, though her control kept all but the most astute observer from seeing her discomfort. Unfortunately, or fortunately, Nil understood that all too well.

The princess was one of the few not wearing a mask, meaning her face made money. Nil had to admit she had a fine visage. Bronze skin from a combination of Asian ancestry and tanning salons. A long nose that struck downwards on a flat angle, as though her sculptor had simply taken a blade to the clay and sliced. Her eyes were that almost black of topsoil, freshly wet from morning rain, with defined folds. Pillow-soft cheeks led to a hard, arrow-pointed chin. She wore a gauzy strapless dress, revealing a lacy black bra and thong in classic hoe-riche fashion. Heels tall enough to impale someone, made of some constantly shifting quartz. Her long silver-blue hair shimmered as she moved, silkier than the silk suits, with blue tips and a purple undertint that only showed when she tossed her head in fake laughter or almost-honest disbelief.

The former, at the moment. The ghoul said something trite, and the princess giggled along with it as though he were the most eminent landowner at the royal ball and had just asked her to dance. Well-trained. If Nil hadn’t spent thirty-odd years lying to people professionally, she would never have been able to see the way the princess’ smile lasted just a moment too long and started a half-second too late. The joke had to be processed for how funny it ought to be, a calculation run to determine whether a giggle or a laugh would earn the most views, a decision on which way to toss her head given the lighting in the room. A computer would have reacted faster—this woman was as organic as a lion’s mane mushroom.

A quick search on a dark web mirror of the top three social nets informed her who this was: Sook Kingdom, heir to the fortunes of Kingdom Corp, and a professional influencer. Fitness, fashion, food. She had her own product lines. Nil realized she’d actually eaten a few Sook’s Fav instant bibimbap cups. With a follower count of nearly fifteen million actual humans, she had significant reach. Of course, many of those followers were other corporate influencers looking to leech clout, but the majority came from the consumer class, the ones paid a sliver of the pie to manage those who actually produced the wealth, who couldn’t afford shit. A handful of followers came from the proletariat, probably horny rubes desperate for the idea of sex with someone who didn’t smell like oil and mushrooms.

The princess’ video-focused content exemplified cloudie influencer culture. Faux feel-good videos of her handing out food and occasional fortune to poor sods on the street. Cooking videos with all the cooking done in cuts with someone else’s hands. Workout videos where she always looked perfect, and never sweated. The occasional meme. Makeup tutorials that looked cleaner than most commercials. Thick lashes, colorful eye shadow for the perfect princess look. Bright blue lipstick and natural blush, the expensive technical application that made one look like they weren’t wearing any makeup at all. The ultimate in fakery, to create the idea that you’d been born so perfect you never needed makeup in the first place. 

All to advertise clone lines. Quite possibly the most despicable person in the room. But at the end of the day, it wasn’t the princess’ fault. She was a scion who had never gotten a choice in her life. Few of these corporate royals had. They were a part of a system far greater and older than even their quasi-immortal parents. No matter how far they tried to push from their wealth, the place it came from always brought them back. Exploitation couldn’t be overridden through charity if the source of the charity was exploitation itself.

What could a pretty princess want with such a sacrificial dagger? Of course, she likely was just a messenger, but even publicly announcing one’s interest in such an item carried risk. The ghoul here to sell it had never truly owned it. The true owners—not including the orks who had been robbed of it—hid behind far thicker masks than the holo-crown atop her head, in distant realms of their own creation. They knew its worth and they knew the value of public displays of power. Showing off the dagger earned them a boon more valuable than any cash bonus. Unlike local starving artists, the Untold Names loved exposure. Then again, the gods didn’t need to pay rent. At least, as far as she knew.

A far too ebullient voice boomed throughout the room.

“Thank you all for coming today! A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity awaits you. To own a piece of another world’s history, to taste the strength of fantasy and magic, perhaps even to know dark, torturous power!” There was no inclination that the last bit was a joke. 

This whole event was a joke. A dangerous magical artifact being sold to the highest bidder, none of whom cared for or understood its purpose. All they cared about was clout. Uniqueness. To have something their peers did not. High school mentalities with trillion-credit accounts.

Nil knew the item’s true worth. Any old dagger could be used for a sacrifice, in the same way that a fork could be used as a whisk, or a stone a hammer. It might get the job done, but not as well as a purpose-made tool. The soul one tried to extract might be damaged or destroyed. The energies of the sacrifice could waft off on aetheric winds. Other Names might receive the power instead of the ritual’s target.

This blade was the Le Creuset of killing cutlery. The finest china in the cabinet. With this dagger, the corpse of a lowly gutter beetle could power a spell that normally would require rivers of blood pouring down cobblestone streets. A human of worth beneath this blade ensured promises kept. Wishes granted. A pizza, at least. With prosciutto.

Nil had never eaten prosciutto, but given the number of times it showed up in cookbooks, films, and stories, it must have tasted exquisite. Especially on a pizza.

“Without further ado,” the ghoul said, “let us adjourn to the penthouse for the auction itself.”

A dozen elevators dinged simultaneously. Each could fit a car. The whole crowd could have gone up in one go, but that would have required jostling and—Hera forbid—touching each other. Perhaps even getting a wrinkle in a dress, or a tiny fingerprint on a plastic suit. Nil kept close to the ghoul and the princess. These were the power players. Best to stay close. So long as she kept to herself, her disguises would hold.

Inside the elevator, the ghoul moaned about the state of food on Utna. “I wish there was a good pizza joint,” the ghoul sighed. “Ceaser’s Domino Hut gets stale after a while. But no one else can make a good dough, not like Papa Trump’s.”

Sook bit her lip. She clearly wanted so badly to tell the ghoul that his choices were garbage, and if he could just shut up, she’d tell him more about food in two seconds than he’d learned in a lifetime.

Or was Nil simply projecting?

“It’s just appalling what this planet has to offer,” the ghoul said. “I mean, we won out in the Pulse, since we’re here and Earth isn’t, but it’s a tragedy. I’d like nothing more than to fly down to Naples for a real pie.”

Sook’s face tightened. She looked ready to smack the ghoul down verbally. She was one of those people who cared about the planet they’d lost. Nil knew that feeling well. An emotional outburst over Earth might gain views in the short term, but this was a professional setting. If Sook showed real emotion here, her benefactors would kick her to the curb as quickly as they could. She stood on the edge of sanity, and this ghoul was oblivious to it all. 

Before Nil even felt her mouth moving, she said, “Oh, there’s this great place just on the outskirts of Starport. Little hole in the wall named Collidough. Owners from Khesper came through in the Pulse, while his wife is from Italy. You gotta try the auroch fior de latte with scorpion mushrooms and roasted eel. I know how it sounds, but it’s insanely good. I swear the flour must be real; I have no idea how they make that dough otherwise.”

The ghoul balked. He didn’t recognize her, and did not recognize the authority with which she’d interrupted his conversation.

“Roasted…eel?” Sook said, she stared with open eyes at Nil, surprised at the interjection.

With a bright mhm! Nil nodded along. She added just a pinch of sarcasm, as though to say girl, here is your lifesaver. Grab hold.

“I adore eel,” Sook said, and her expression seemed honest. True. She loved food. “It’s my favorite,” Sook continued, “but I can never find a good restaurant that has local eels. Do you know what kind?”

“Can’t be better than Conger,” the ghoul snipped. “See, back in London we had these lovely…”

“Starfang, most often,” Nil said, interrupting whatever the ghoul was yammering on about.

“Starfang is delicious,” Sook said, quite staidly. Beneath her calm exterior, Nil saw the gears churning inside her. The calculation of what she should say, what she wanted to say, and what she would. The numbers were telling her to shut up. To go back to talking to the ghoul, and not this nobody.

The ghoul coughed, offended that he’d been interrupted. “Starfang is a rare delicacy…” He lied, or simply said truthlessly.

“It’s quite common,” Sook said, eliciting a scowl from the ghoul. “And not as tasty as mirror eels. They feed on sugar shrimp, so the flavour is that bright, almost sweet taste, like a fresh apple.” She sighed, looking up and into her imagination, at a planet she couldn’t return to, no matter how hard she tried.

Once more, Nil looked Sook up and down, appreciating her figure even more the second time. Nil still wasn’t too good at guessing human ages, but Sook looked around thirty, maybe a bit younger. She didn’t seem too much younger than Nil in terms of physical maturity. In terms of birthdate, Nil outlived her by two centuries at least. 

The elevator finally dinged, opening to the spacious auction floor. The princess’ bodyguards ushered her out before she could continue her conversation. A fat man who looked straight out of a 1930s detective movie, and a man wearing way too much snake paraphernalia. Nil breathed a sigh of relief. She needn’t make any more mistakes on Sook’s behalf.

Why the hell had she done that, anyways?








  
  

Chapter 4

Bidding War





The glass dome of the penthouse looked out over the residential expanse of Waterfront Heights, the view only barely blocked by the distant district walls. The real view sat in the sky, anyways. The gas giant Hera and her nonagonal northern pole. Her storms rippled through blues and purples and reds, swirling from horizon to horizon. They orbited so close that Nil swore the storms could just reach out and grab them, but even the highest storm on Hera had a few hundred thousand kilometres to travel before it could reach Nap City and these clinking glasses of imported bubbly. 

For some reason, Nil’s eyes strayed back to Sook. She barely recognized her in the crowd. Sook had hardened her own face. She strode through the crowd with purpose. Her gait showcased calm, but the slight delay in her practiced smiles revealed internal stress. The way her muscles tensed, she was listening to someone. A handler, probably, upset at how casual she’d been.

The ghoul took to a small stage.

“Wonderful to have you all here,” he said. “You know, when I died in the Pulse and came back as… this,” he gestured to his pallid, sagging skin, “the last thought on my mind was that it was the best day of my life.” Expected laughs rattled off from the attendees. “But it was. Because now, I may be hideous, but I’m immortal. It feels odd saying that, since I’m only sixty-three”–more insipid laughs drew a smile from his ghastly visage–“but all the sci-mages say I’ll live forever at this rate! Entropy might get me eventually—they’re not quite clear on that, but at least cancer can’t get me now. What can get me is a bullet, or, as many of you know, a god.”

That line drew no laughter. The people in this room knew that they were no longer at the top of the food chain. This whole event was about trying to get that pinnacle back.

“We didn’t used to have those. Sure, we had Shiva, and Jesus, and Allah, but these were all the same names for the wind, earthquakes, volcanoes. Natural experiences we couldn’t explain. Now we have the answers to all those things. Volcanoes explode because of magma pressure. Earthquakes happen because of plate tectonics. The wind is a complex interaction of heat, magnetism, and the density of gas.”

Nil tapped her foot impatiently. She couldn’t steal the dagger yet. It had to be sold. Then it would be packaged and prepped for transit. Then it would be vulnerable. Most importantly, only one group of incredibly powerful and rich people would be mad at her instead of a few dozen. If she stole it now, they would all still want it. If she stole it after the buy, it became someone else’s problem. 

“We know now that gods exist,” the ghoul continued. “The Pulse brought the gods to us. They offered what we always knew they could. Reverence for good health, offerings for safe passage, worship for wealth. We all worship a little now, don’t we?” Less laughter this time. None of these people, Nil included, wanted to reveal just how much they now relied on the gods. Even the non-aligned depended on their relationship with spirits, whether it was those who rode the wind, ruled the seas, or rose from nuclear flames.

Or those who crawled up from the pooling blood of your own dying corpse, bathed in shadow and gore, and whispered offers irresistible, like “you will walk these streets again, perhaps even see your mother. Find love, be happy. So long as you succeed in my name, in my ways.”

Of all the gods worshipped in this hall, Nil could be almost entirely certain that none swore fealty to the Shadow Vein, the Liminal Lady, the Edge of Everything. Who would?

“Some gods ask for benevolent things,” the ghoul said, his tone becoming increasingly serious. “A cupcake when you’re baking. A few drops of wine, or a bit of the fish we wouldn’t normally eat. Others… others want blood from the living. They want life as raw as it comes. They want that moment when life becomes death. In return for that moment, the power that comes from obliteration, they offer gifts. They offer a few drops of power in return. A bit of godhood. One cupcake from the batch.” Laughter again—he’d pulled his endless run-on back around.

“Tonight I offer, in the same way that a car salesman offers the road, a path to your own kind of godhood. A knife, forged in what some people call hell. A piece of eternity, damned and haunted, forcibly forgotten so that its dark power would never be used again. A blade that, if used in a ritual, will ensure a pact with powers so unfathomably ancient that their crumbs are worlds into themselves, little stars raining on your mortal head. I have what I would have asked for, at little cost. This knife will ask for a price. I think you all know what that is. Whether you use it is none of my concern. Honestly, I suggest you don’t. But I don’t care. I’ve got what I need from this world. Now it’s time for you to get yours.”

The audience clapped in polite, ordered applause, as if some award were being handed out to children at a band recital.

The ghoul stepped back from his podium and gestured towards a door that normally brought out hors d’oeuvres and drugs. Now the black flaps gave passage to eight heavy soldiers, whose power armor suits whined as they clanked across the floor. 

The soldiers carried plasma rifles and micro-rocket launchers, overwhelming murder machines unnecessary for anything but a starship or a dragon. Between them stomped a large military cargo drone. It looked unarmed, but it was more dangerous than its escort. A black stone case lay atop its auto-levelling back. The case was rough and jagged, as unworked as stone can be. Reddish spikes of jagged rock protruded from it in uneven rows, as though it was a fossilized sea urchin. 

As the dagger-case passed through the doors, the room chilled. A horribly primordial scent bypassed Nil’s nostrils to fill her mind. Visions of that ooze from which all life came. The protoplasma that birthed all matter, and the contradiction that started it all. 

“The dagger must be kept in this case or its patrons will notice. Do not try to translate the writings on its blade, or attempt to study the eye in its pommel. You will go insane.” 

The drone itself was mindless enough to be unaffected, or so they thought. Nil knew better. The dagger merely waited for its moment. The case served as a courtesy, akin to a muted notification on one’s phone. Remove it and, another reminder that hey, there are some good reels out there would appear in its place, only to be casually swiped away. For these mendicants, the danger was real. They might send an annoying text back instead. In their inexpert hands, their souls could easily be ripped from their fleshy frames and delivered to a place none wished to go. A place Nil had seen in caves that twisted and turned upon themselves, flickering firelight casting shadows that walked with substance and spoke without moving the air.

Good times camping with grandma.

The ghoul held his hand out as the case passed by. He turned his palm up, and the box opened. 

The dagger gleamed in a way that seemed to take in more light than it gave off. It was almost cartoonish in its proportions, a thick blade more appropriate for a baby’s breakfast than a cult sacrifice, toothed like a crude saw or shark tooth. Its medium was rigid muscle rather than any metal. The eye in its pommel faced upwards, angled away from the crowd. Nil could only barely make out the sides of its motionless iris, the squirming tendrils of its pupil. 

The ghoul turned back to his now rapt audience. Ashen lips stretched in strands across grey teeth in a gross simulacrum of a smile. “Shall we begin the bidding at ten billion dollars?”

A physical sign was raised, a relic from a bygone age. 

“I hear ten.”

“Eleven.”

“Eleven two.” Nil’s voice rang out, confident and sure and serious. One bid was expected from each attendee. To sit quietly was more suspicious than to speak.

Speaking of suspicious, dozens of small cameras watched her from pillars and beams. Tiny black pinpricks that captured her every move in three dimensions. Thankfully, none of them worked in the spirit realm.

She opened her inner eye to the second sight. Wisps and phantasms rose atop floating red chunks of dry earth and stone. Bits of the other world, and more, in transition from there to here, or forever lost. Hard to tell, and often changed. Among them, spear-wielding dreadknights saddled their nightmares and stared down at the crowd. Their undead steeds pawed at the air with flaming hooves. Three only. Not the tightest security she’d seen. A few mage avatars floated in the distance, observing from afar. None she recognized, meaning they were faceless goons with magical doctorates instead of degrees in the streets.

“Twenty.” A murmur passed through the crowd. A big jump. A granted wish sounded nice, but this one came with costs. Immortality could be achieved more cheaply, if imperfectly, through technology or even spells. Lichdom wasn’t out of the question. But that was a hideous fate, like the ghoul’s. Someone vain would never accept lichdom or even a cybernetic immortality. If they wanted truly eternal life or real power, they’d have to pay.

The voice of that bidder was not one she expected—Sook. Her expression was blank, her eyes focussed on a distant point. The quiver of her ears and jaw indicated instructions arriving from a hidden source, possibly a jawbone implant for infrasonic communication. Not impossible to overhear, but difficult.

Nil hid herself in the crowd, using the bodyguards of an effeminate gnome as humanoid shields. Their dark suits and hulking masses shrouded her flashing fingers and dancing feet. Nonverbal spellcasting required additional effort compared to elaborate chanting, but she preferred it this way. For Sook’s name, normally whispered as the middle beat of the arcane poem, she traced the sinuous curve of an eel with her feet. It didn’t need to be perfect. Her intent had as much of an effect on the spell as her production. Another thing the factory mages could never understand.

In the spirit realm, one of the dreadknights turned his head, searching for the source of the spell. He could smell power, but here, power was especially plentiful. He’d have more luck sniffing out a particular flower in a field.

Magic sparked darkly between her fingers—a taste of her patron’s shadow—and the spell came to life. Mental tendrils reached into Sook’s mind and were rebuffed. A ward. A classic small protection circle empowered by the bearer’s blood. It summoned the power of the six winds and Hera’s looming storms. Easily twisted and cast aside, not least because the blood was not actually hers, but her clone’s. A spiritual mismatch akin to using golden sugar instead of brown. Not noticeable save to those with skill, then easily so.
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