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World


Hey you;


It’s me, again


—“Zero Gravity,”


Kate Miller-Heidke
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0.



How Everything Began


First, there was nothing.


Then, there was everything.


The time between nothing and everything was mainly concerned with the challenges of decorating your average middle-class, two-car starter galaxy using only several billion buckets of overcooked lava, radioactive stardust, corrosive gases, then, eventually, inevitably, and quite unfortunately for the new drapes, sentient life.


The time between everything and a century or so ago (begging the pardon of the speed of light and its tendency to make all known measurements of time euphemistic at best) was mainly concerned with wars over the central design concept of the universe. This resulted in a ghastly percentage of the inhabited planets arranged around that lovely open-floor-plan galaxy getting blown apart, vapor-mined, equatorially unzipped, fatally shrink-wrapped, backhanded out of orbit, sent back in time to become their own proto-planetary masses, laser-whipped, stripped clean by invasive magnetosphere leeches, unmooned, unsunned, uncarboned, vigorously gentrified, devoured by interdimensional bees, dissolved legally, financially, and actually, drop-kicked into a variety of voids, infected by self-replicating knifenados, reflexively teleported into them-selves, and rolled down wormhole bowling alleys directly into the front gardens of a great lot of monsters who everyone just knew very slightly disagreed with right-thinking folk on how to cook a proper steak.


This went on for thousands of years, because big booms are quite fun right up until one does you and your nephew medium-rare with a nice pan sauce. So on the booms and counter-booms went, until the exact millisecond someone on some planet looked out their window at the oncoming bee-tsunami and suggested a slightly, but only slightly, less stressful methodology for conflict resolution.


The time between a century or so ago (begging the pardon of etcetera) and now was mainly concerned with the Metagalactic Grand Prix, the greatest experiment in musical diplomacy in the history of smashing civilizations together to see what will and will not burst into knifenados. For a hundred euphemisms, the Milky Way galaxy’s vast and gorgeous powers have agreed to put down their weapons, get dressed up to eleven, look in the mirror, tell themselves this is all fine and very normal and they will of course abide by the result without unzipping anything too important, then sit on their hands, grin, bear it, and, for the foreseeable future, pretend singing and dancing for interstellar domination is every bit as much fun as punching each other in the planet.


To the victors go uncontested hegemony, which is really quite nice if you can get your hands on it. To the losers go whatever’s left lying about on the floor when the lights come up.


Repeat as necessary for best results.


But no matter how civilized everyone considers themselves over tea and sandwiches, no matter how thoroughly two or more political entities, gathered in the name of nicking anything they can off one another, assure themselves they most certainly are, and always have been, and always shall be the most evolved and sophisticated of music enthusiasts, the following remains Goguenar Gorecannon’s Tenth Unkillable Fact: Don’t ask me why, but if you ever do manage to put together a real stab at lasting peace, stability, and basic median happiness, that is the precise second you are closest to losing the whole bag to absolute blithering chaos. Schoolyard, barnyard, marriageyard, legislative floor, it doesn’t matter. Peace is civilization’s problematic follow-up album that never quite works.


Actually, do ask me why, it’s because all it takes to prevent us from having nice things, over and over, is one single person. One single person who doesn’t want to play the same game everyone else is doing pretty bloody well at, so they won’t give over the ball even though everyone is yelling at them to get over themselves, because eventually that person will figure out that setting the ball on fire works a treat.


In this case, absolute blithering chaos arrived out of nowhere wearing a lurid badge handwritten in crayon:




HELLO MY NAME IS HUMANITY


ASK ME HOW
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The grand final of the, euphemistically speaking, one hundredth Metagalactic Grand Prix was held on the distant planet of Litost, a world so aggressively pleasant that unhappiness is considered an invasive species with which all arriving visitors must report any recent contact to customs and submit to a strict fourteen-day bouncy castle quarantine. It was hosted by the previous cycle’s champions, the Klavaret, a species of hyper-optimistic potted roses who used their hard-won time at the top of the Milky Way hierarchy to compel everyone, legally, financially, and actually, to hold hands, open up to each other, and process their core traumas once a week or face crippling system-wide sanctions.


This particular Grand Prix featured a new species vying to join the galactic drum circle already in progress. A quite loud, fairly squishy, suspiciously moist group of obligate-contrarian off-brand lemurs called human beings. For the first time, these failed-up monkeys joined the great interstellar tradition of sorting out one’s political, military, economic, cultural, historical, logistical, romantic, culinary, and any other assorted outstanding problems through a nice, friendly musical competition rather than playing beer pong with each others’ gas giants. Unless your species has only recently been discovered, wedged down between the nebular mattress and the asteroidal bed frame, at which point the stakes get a lot less, or more, fun, depending on how long it’s been since you got to whip anything to death with a laser.


Alunizar and Keshet, Smaragdi and Elakhon, Sziv and Voorpret, Lummutis and Slozhit, Esca and Azdr and the Ursulas and the Meleg and the Trillion Kingdoms of Yüz, the Yurtmak, the 321, the single, solitary remaining Inaki/Lensari symbiote, and many more, including, quite dramatically, a gang of wild regret-eating wormholes who happened to be in the neighborhood, all gathered to take part in the fiery ritual of alpha-species musical chairs (fire being still very much encouraged as a traditional instrument). They did so with smiles all round, despite knowing exactly what would happen should the new kids on the quadrant finish in last place. Some of them, mostly the ones who manufactured laser-whips, rather hoped it might actually come to total existential annihilation, for once.


Humanity’s continued existence rested on the excessively tattooed shoulders of an over-the-top postpop glamgrind gendershrug one-hit-wonder band called Decibel Jones and the Absolute Zeroes, consisting of drummer Mira Wonderful Star (deceased1), man-of-all-instruments Oort St. Ultraviolet, and lead singer D. Jones, all of whom were born with a genetic allergy to restraint of any kind. Had they lost, Earth would have been mercifully disinfected of the collective yearnings and night terrors, ambitions and neuroses, champagne wishes and caviar dreams of Homo sapiens sapiens and the biosphere left alone for a few million years to think about what it had done and try to make better choices next time.


They didn’t lose.


They didn’t win, either.


Life, with some new content, color schemes, highlights, and restrictions, went on.


Which just about sums up the whole human experience to date.
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Yes, yes, of course Decibel Jones and the Absolute Zeroes saved the world.


But what have they done for us lately?










1.



New, Yet Familiar, Waltz


Once upon a time, in a very large, very elegant, shockingly belligerent galaxy, there lived a rather troublesome planet about whose precise character no one could quite agree, except to begrudgingly admit, at the conclusion of a number of publicly broadcast hearings, that it was blue.


… ish.


On this (allegedly) blue world, there happened to evolve all three of the following, though not at the same time: a Dutch sea captain by the name of Willem de Vlamingh, a Lebanese hedge fund manager called Nassim Nicholas Taleb, and a very large, very elegant, shockingly belligerent bird called a swan.


You see, swans were once so common on this spinning 24/7 frat party that for centuries, millions of the kinds of people who rarely leave the house felt supremely confident that they knew all about them. Swans are beautiful. Swans mate for life. Swan babies are ugly but they get better eventually and isn’t that a nice story with which to shut up our more facially unfortunate offspring?


But most importantly, swans, by definition, only came in white. This was crucial to their status as a symbol of purity, nobility, and devotion. Whole hemispheres insisted that white things were categorically good, and good for you, despite the obvious existence of arsenic, rum raisin ice cream, and European expansion. And despite how distressingly often those purely and nobly devoted white swans (and/or ever-expanding Europeans) tried to bite the entire faces off various unsuspecting bystanders who had not in any way bothered them.


But that’s folklore for you.


This was so universally believed that the term black swan came to mean a thing that could not possibly, under any circumstances, no matter how outlandish, exist anywhere ever, no matter how much you’ve had to drink.


It all went well enough until Mr. de Vlamingh joined the Dutch East India Trading Company, an organization as close to pure evil as you are likely to find before the invention of online dating. This fellow, whose moral outlook could be summed up as a kind of casual Friday of the soul, abruptly concluded his long maritime service by face-planting into the western coast of Australia. Almost the first thing our man Bill saw was a fat lot of inconveniently black swans paddling about on a rather smug-looking river, whereupon he is reliably recorded to have said: Well, fuck me dead, that’s embarrassing. How much have I had to drink, James?


Some four hundred years later, Nassim Nicholas Taleb dimly remembered all this from school and surmised that unbothered Australian swans might not be the only sneaky little bastards lying in wait on the underside of future history. And some of these surprises might be quite a bit harder to process for a desperately under-medicated species than a fetching new set of feathers. He began to consider things other than the sad slide-whistle of the global markets, such as how his high-strung home planet might behave when confronted with certain historically nasty surprises.


He called them Black Swan Events.


In order to qualify as a Black Swan Event, neither swans, nor off-duty hedge fund managers, nor the Dutch need be involved. The phenomenon in question must only be truly out of left, right, center, up, and down field, and in fact beyond the overpriced stadium entirely in terms of previously lived experience. It has to hit the basket of preconceived notions, social disorders, and half-remembered song lyrics that comprise the average human brain like a screaming bird-ball launched from a trebuchet of doom. But, after the fact, everyone must then sit around congratulating each other on how they all saw it coming ages ago, old sport, completely predictable, barely worth kicking your fundamental model of self-perception out of bed in the morning.


The discovery of the New World.


The invention of the personal computer.


A global pandemic keeping billions locked in their homes for years on end.


The invasion of Earth by roving space musicians, followed very quickly by its near escape from utter annihilation at the hands of a particularly fussy greater galactic Homeowners’ Association who gave the height of the grass in the human soul a deep and abiding side-eye.


You know. That sort of thing.


Look, just recently, rather a lot has happened on, around, and concerning this little blue hole-in-the-sky. Some of it at least technically exciting. Most of it rubbish. An alarming portion is, quite rudely, still happening.


But after the feathers cleared and the extra chairs were hauled out of the basement and various governing bodies finished throwing up into their hats at the sheer implications for import/ export administration, a shy and piteous cry went up from that pile of perpetually unsatisfied continents. The cry of a child on her first day of real big-girl school, scared to her socks that no one will like her, facing down a cosmic cafeteria in which every imaginable table is already packed to the suddenly, horrifyingly non-metaphorical gills. A child who has found her class being taught, not by a kindly overworked public servant with lipstick on her dear old teeth, but by a massive, hyperactive, shrieking black swan who has already had a shit on the desk, a go at the whiteboard, and made a powerful enemy of the syllabus, which, when you really think about it, had it coming.


And the cry was a question. And the question was this:


Are we special?


People really will do the most frightful things to feel special, you’ve no idea. Marvelous things, too, but the frightful ones are a lot easier to pull off. The most dangerous being in the universe is somebody who’s never felt special in all their lives. If you encounter one in a dark alley, run.


And yet, we asked. Over and over.


The answer, when it came, echoed unanimously from Nu Scorpii to Aluno Prime, in syllables drenched in stardust, crackling electric with authority, double-dipped in that very specific feeling you get when you see a video of a zoo leopard whose existence is such a spotty mess its keepers assigned it an emotional support Labrador:


Aw. Bless your hearts.


Among all the great empires, rising, falling, and doing donuts in the car park of history, were we extraordinarily noble in reason or infinite in faculty?


No.


Did we distinguish ourselves from the crowd in intelligence, physical prowess, artistic output, technological genius?


Also no.


Did we at least have the best hair?


Absolutely not.


Did all those savage aliens, now that they deigned to exist, actually want to kill all our men and sex up our women, or vice versa?


Ew. Only if there are truly no other entertainment options on the table and everyone signs a consent form.


Then surely, if our virtues were nothing to put up on the astral refrigerator, we must have been unique in our wickedness. Our rebelliousness, violence, cruelty, tendency to one-up others at dinner parties and run through the resources of our only planet like teenagers having at our parents’ liquor cabinet, our total inability to obey the rules, any rules, ever, no matter how sensible?


You should get literally all of that looked at by professionals, but also and additionally, no.


It wasn’t too long ago that the galaxy only failed to murder itself directly in the face because someone suggested a battle of the bands might be a smidge more fun. No particular heated primate moment really hangs up its museum plaque next to that. Even down there on a planet whose solution to having invented a weapon capable of ending all life in the biosphere was for everybody to have one, and also parents who never hugged them.
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Humanity was, as it turned out, painfully, embarrassingly, harrowingly average. As a species, we proved remarkable in only two ways.


The first is so repulsive that the Unremainderable Calator, fractally tentacled masters of galactic literature, issued a rare public-safety proclamation from all Publishing Hiveknots of the Pisces Epsilon Voidspace, defining the number of prophylactic chapters before any given work may discuss human psychology, so as to sufficiently prepare the innocent reader to face the jump-scares and graphic content lying in wait for them.


The minimum is seventeen.


The second was our general response to the discovery that the sky wasn’t so much full of stars as full of squabbling band geeks whose trombones doubled as orbital railguns.


You see, just after Decibel Jones and the Absolute Zeroes saved all of humanity from the proverbial and actual bin, just as the horrible existential tension of it all put on its hat and coat and began its farewell tour, just at the precise moment when everything looked like it might stop being quite such an enormous walloping bastard all the time, just then, in the face of the sudden, quiet, wistful understanding that nothing would ever again be as it was, this (ostensibly) blue world finally paused its coping-bender and turned round to face its first post-post-postmodern crisis.


The Great Octave, as the galaxy’s power players called themselves, was entirely prepared. After all, this was hardly their first deeply upsetting space rodeo. Horses go here, cows go there, lassos go round and round, and new species tend to have a bit of a private, understated panic attack once the immediate danger has passed and they have to confront the stark reality of how badly everyone who’d ever contributed the smallest bug report to their genome had misjudged the available catalogue colors of swans.


Historians, emergency medical staff, and serious debris collectors call it First Contact Syndrome.


Everyone else calls it the Blowout.


This term of art began with the famously understatement-prone Smaragdi, ten-foot-tall non-Euclidean bone sculptures who never met a sacred rite they did not yearn to flick in the forehead. It was quickly embraced, due to the near-universal experience of witnessing tiny, shrieking infants, regardless of species, helplessly eliminate their waste with almost unbelievable force and volume into a nappy far too small to contain the sheer tonnage of poo. Eventually, the deuce in question burst its bounds, jetting into places all laws of fluid dynamics should forbid: between toes, fins, tails, and antennae, spattering eyelashes, hair, scales, and any relevant forehead protuberances, contaminating parent, child, floor, ceiling, and somehow, the front doorstep.


Of a neighbor.


Several doors down.


This is exactly what First Contact Syndrome is like, except it is the collective mind of an entire world that uncontrollably overloads its pants with a volcano of swanstank that lava-crawls into every adorably chubby fold and crevice of the ego.


It’s not a joke.


Although it is pretty funny to watch.


If you’ve cleared the exclusion zone.


In fact, almost all civilized species feel quite tender and sentimental about the whole process. All over the inhabited star systems, family and work units gathered round the warm glow of their sense-matrix feeds. They treated themselves to new frocks, prepared traditional festive dishes, sang a few public-domain Blowout carols, and reminisced about their own culture’s bank holiday off from rational thought before taking in the top-rated reality program Say Yes to Severe Psycho-Physiological Distress: a live feed of conditions on the ground for the newest bundle of raw screaming sentience.


The delicate cerulean lantern-flamingoes of the Esca home-world of Bataqliq just sat down and cried for a year.


The Keshet, a race of hyperactive red (-esque) panda (-adjacent) timestream-kayakers, immediately turned around, bit the space/ time continuum in the snout, and refused to let go until it apologized, either for concealing all these blatantly non-Keshet species, or for allowing them to evolve in the first place.


Confessionals varied.


The Alunizar, beautiful, sophisticated yet unrepentant champions of settler-colonialism always looking for new players to crush under torso, claim to have never experienced a Blowout, since these kaleidoscope-colored semitranslucent industrial-powered sea squirts were the first species of the current crop to develop interstellar capabilities—and are terribly loathe to let anyone forget it.


This is a lie.


They were discovered by the Halara, a now-extinct species of self-aware trees that would not look entirely out of place on Christmas morning. If Christmas was extremely carnivorous. And also the star on top of the dear old Douglas fir were made of eyeballs. At the conclusion of diplomatic festivities, the entire population of glittering sea tubules with faces like ultraviolet bug zappers shut everything on Aluno Prime down, took all available recreational drugs at once, distributed six new ones through an emergency defense program meant to disburse vaccines and protective equipment, replaced all their top military brass with freelance DJs, and hoped for the best, or the worst, whichever came last.


The Lummutis, whose actual anatomy remains a mystery beyond the reach of even the most exploitative premium-cable documentary teams, retreated into a massive multiplayer, immersive, and emphatically indoors game from which they have not yet emerged, except as elaborately costumed virtual avatars running the aesthetic gamut from stroke-inducingly inappropriate attire for a funeral to litigable offenses against eyes.


The equally elaborately bodied, but significantly less fun, near-bear experiences known as the Meleg engaged in so much public, multiform, vociferous, and televisually off-putting end-of-the-world desperation sex that the cumulative thrust shifted their planet nine centimeters outside its customary orbit.


Most chilling of all, the Yurtmak, the nightmare-mouthed slaughter-rhinos of every Hollywood producer’s ichor-dripping dreams, stopped lopping off each other’s limbs for fun and profit and quietly attended group therapy every Thursday at seven until they all felt they’d learned something important about self-care.


It’s all so wholesomely predictable that every office in the Great Octave started up a hefty pool to guess the exact minute Earth’s cheese would definitively slide off its cracker. Having had a quick browse through the more popular multi-issue arcs of human history, everyone expected quite a show.


All the usual protocols were observed. Everyone on every continent received the same standard welcome package and orientation materials in the post at the same millisecond. Yes, that millisecond came six-to-seven business weeks after the Metagalactic Grand Prix had concluded its broadcast day. And yes, that rather left Earth strapped into a soul-carbonating dunk tank of the mind waiting for the deontological ball to smash that ontological target. But what’s a little sobbing cosmic terror between soon-to-be friends?


Having done their part as good neighbors, the civilized galaxy topped up their cocktails, affectionately tousled the seasonal fur of their offspring, and leaned breathlessly into the cool, comforting glow of their entertainment module of choice.


Not one sentient creature playing along at home was sufficiently braced for what followed. Nothing in their vast, baroque experience, including these disappointingly few-limbed primates’ recent fair-to-middling performance at the Metagalactic Grand Prix, had prepared them for the sheer style with which Homo sapiens sapiens habitually handles any interruption to its everyday routine.


Septillions of brains, soul crystals, central processing units, valvehives, ovules, philosophy sacs, and other assorted smart-meats peered eagerly down at odd little mostly unknown planet Earth and, with a sound like the death of God, simultaneously performed septillions of unique and fascinating physiological variants on throwing up in their own mouths.


Out of all the possible, mostly forgivable, lead-footed psycho-cultural responses to such a swift and aggressive punt to the paradigm, humanity chose:


Nothing.


Nothing at all.


The people of Earth, acting as a unified whole for nearly the first time in their history, stood very, very still. Sixteen billion eyes stared down at sixteen billion hands holding eight billion violently red and black gift baskets lovingly designed by Mags, a vast and terrifyingly affectionate Class 9 elevated archival consciousness occupying the Arx Serhat system on the outer rim; printed, collated, and distributed by Ms. Agnes Munt, widow, Countdown enthusiast, nationally ranked speed-knitter, and owner/operator of the Ream a Little Ream of Me 24-Hour Print, Copy & Photo storefront in East Kilbride.


As one, humankind let out a deep and weary sigh. A few informative brochures fluttered to the ground here and there. They rolled the ballpoint pen between their inadequate fingers. They looked up to the skies, then sighed again.


And went about their business.


It seemed approximately half of these unsettlingly two-eyed primates, as well as the governments of approximately half the politico-geographical units on their spinny saltball, declined to acknowledge that anything unusual had happened in their general vicinity at all.


Rather slow news year, really.


The giant blue bird-fish that popped into everyone’s living rooms a few months ago? Viral marketing campaign by a local pet store chain.


The strange-looking folk starting to arrive in dribs and drabs to gawk at the humans in their natural environments and, if possible, get them to do the thing where water comes out of their face holes?


Never much cared for immigrants. They all look so weird, don’t you know.


The influx of new technology, rights, asteroids, luxury goods, celebrity artist-in-residence opportunities, and raw resources commensurate with an almost-respectable tenth place Grand Prix finish?


Probably a scam, if not a nefarious plot to undermine Earth’s precious way of life (despite that way of life being most fully represented by a single, long, uninterrupted store-brand cola-belch echoing into eternity).


The massive ships you can see, without corrective lenses, in orbit around the planet right now?


Pure propaganda. Fake footage. That’s what they want you to think. Wake up before it’s too late.


Decibel Jones and the Absolute Zeroes?


Nobodies. Losers. Too much, too loud, too long, too over-the-top, would take a compilation album of retired national anthems played on banjos over that lot of try-hards, who do they think they are?


This response would have been bad enough, in terms of establishing friendly local relations. It’ll put you right off your supper to be told you don’t actually exist by someone whose main aesthetic expression of the desperate ache and exquisite thrill of existence is to, occasionally, wear a baseball cap backward.


But then there was the other half.


It seemed that the remainder of these unfurry bipedal brain-bags, and their governments, felt so entirely unrattled by recent events because they were, to put it plainly, just way too into it. All of it. However it was defined, as long as it was as alien as Aldebaran pie.


They made spreadsheets of the contents of all the welcome packages. They started pop-up conventions to exchange the rarer items, snacks, and brochures as well as attend panels like Ridley Scott vs. Isaac Asimov: Who Was Right and Who Was More Right? and Strong Yet Vulnerable Alien Protagonists and Where to Find Them. They had detailed plans for their own personal adventures in space, and they’d made those plans long before the big bird-fish popped in for a forced musical number. They wanted to see, hear, eat, drink, fuck, fight, dissect, genetically modify themselves to insensitively imitate, poke at, take selfies with, buy, sell, and ask deeply intrusive questions of it all. They had their bags packed an hour after Decibel’s final heart-boiling belt of highly sentient angst finished echoing out over the oceans of Litost.


Half of humanity refused to admit black swans existed, even as several birds tirelessly twerked in their kitchenettes.


The other half was 100 percent certified-fresh, locked, loaded, and down-to-clown with any available swan, just so long as it wasn’t boring old white.


Even among the all-time hall of fame Blowouts, this one stood out like a goth kid at the church picnic. Given the choice between not existing and being approximately four billion people’s brand-new top-ranked fetish, the marvels of the galaxy chose to back slowly away and look busy.


And the cats, despite being fully aware that one of their own had also been called up to the big game in the sky alongside the Loud and Naked Givers of Pats, and that the secret of their sentience remained secret only by the grace of certain dementedly optimistic houseplants, seemed to have snoozed through the whole thing, then asked for more wet food.


You just couldn’t take Earth anywhere.


According to the intern-detonating number of complaints received by the Galactic Broadcasting Union, this was extremely rude and quite ruined everyone else’s evening. Not one single thing was on fire down there that wasn’t usually on fire. A wholly unacceptable result! It simply wasn’t neighborly. This toe-brained species invented capitalism and promptly set about vividly eating its own face for two centuries before finally managing to calm down and only nibble at their friends’ faces from here on out. Now their entire software suite nearly got bricked in a radical system update and they couldn’t even join a cult about it?


In the opinion of this longtime viewer, the whole project ought to be cancelled and rebooted in a few years by real fans of the process.


The GBU, finding itself suddenly rather short on interns, opted to simply reply to every one of these slices of delightful discourse with the public by returning a copy of Goguenar Gorecannon’s Ninth Unkillable Fact in an intensely passive-aggressive font: If you will swan about anticipating things before they happen, that’s your own fault for deciding your imagination was reality like a great big doorknob. The stuff that fuels stars isn’t hydrogen or helium. It’s bloody disappointment. If not for the omnipotent and omnipresent threat of disappointing someone or, much worse, being disappointed themselves, most people would never do one single useful thing if they could possibly help it.


This is why I personally never look forward to things. Things don’t like me and they don’t like you, either. Death to things.


It was eventually determined that all humans, no matter which end of the psychological sandwich they preferred to nosh on, were too weird and gross and rude and just plain disturbing to be allowed to leave their planet unchaperoned. At least until they could buckle down and burn a couple of cities to the ground in a spasm of existential panic like a proper species. Each and every single individual human freakshow traveling offworld was to be accompanied by a friendly, clearly labeled volunteer who would work hard to keep those grubby icky eager fingers off the breakables long enough to figure out how to get anyone from Monkey Planet to play nicely with others.


The Great Octave officially called it the Cosmic Duet Extra Mandatory Not At All Offensive Cultural Exchange and Welcome Program.


Humans called it the Buddy System.


No one liked it very much, so it remains in place to this day.
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Hi. It’s me. This book. Right now. I’m your Buddy.


Nobody special, thank goodness. Perish the thought. Just your friendly neighborhood bouncing heart-shaped disco ball of all-illuminating but very understanding fire, back in the action and eager to help you follow along with the tricky spoken word breakaway of this particular intergalactic … well. Swan song.


Hold tight. You’ve tuned in just in time. I’ll catch you up on everything and everything else and everything further’s favorite auntie while the band warms up backstage. Don’t get antsy. The great acts are always a little late to go on.


Shake a leg, if you’ve got ’em. There’s a killer riff about to kick in.


Cue the drums. Cue the pyro. Cue the insatiable beast whose inability to commit caused most of these problems in the first place: that fickle yet ever-beckoning spotlight.


Because the truth is, the trouble left on the stage at the conclusion of the last act began, not with swans or the Dutch East India Company or the smug Australian coastline, but with a rather tall, briefly dashing creature named Joseph Campbell. A mid-tier cryptid born in a large, quite lumpy, utterly unsoothable country called America, to a family so embarrassingly normal he felt compelled to invent the hero’s journey, whereupon, for the next century or so, nearly everyone with two sheets of paper to rub against a pen proceeded to copy his homework and clock off early for cocktails.


These are his victims.










2.



Where Have They Gone?


Once upon a time (a phrase that’s going to be doing quite a bit more work in this sentence than it’s used to) in a very large, very elegant, shockingly normal human hotel room, there snoozed a hardheaded, glamdrunk, exquisitely eyebrowed, emotionally available (for a limited time only), tinsel-hearted, assigned fabulous at birth, technically impossible and existentially toxic biped about whose precise medical status, legal identity, and, most importantly, temporal coordinates, no one could quite agree, except to exasperatedly admit, at the conclusion of a number of private think-tank brainstorming sessions, that her name was Mira Wonderful Star, née Myra Strauss, and she was supposed to be dead.


… ish.


Within a few meters of this face-down, passed-out, body-glitter-barnacled co-savior of planet Earth, the following happened to be thrown about willy-nilly without one poor orphaned thought for who might have to tidy it all up: an uncharged phone; a very beautiful befrazzled coat called Robert, lying in a crumpled heap with quite a bit of cocktail spilled on it; a pair of thick hazmat gloves in a heap of limp deflated partially-burnt finger-sacks; an unplugged but still-glowing standard hotel-issue wood-paneled AM/FM digital alarm clock; the remains of a cheeky midnight kebab and a petrol station bottle of prosecco; a novelty oversize frosted-glass microphone full of jelly babies, whose engraved windscreen read: 100th METAGALACTIC GRAND PRIX! 10th PLACE—Almost Adequate!; what appeared to be an off-market, unconscious Care Bear slumped face down over the balcony; and the peacefully sleeping silver form of Microsoft’s iconic 1997–2004 Office Assistant, winner of the one hundredth Metagalactic Grand Prix, who, despite being nearly eight feet tall and also a paper clip, was very much the little spoon in a certain lead singer’s almost adequate embrace.


That big spoon went by the name of Decibel Jones, more or less as we left him during our previous bat time-slash-channel, a very unsober week or two after he publicly interfered with a Christmas carol on behalf of primate-derived intelligence. In a sprawling concert hall/military installation doing its very best to look like the South Wharf Hilton in Melbourne, Australia, circa 2018 (and starting to lose projection cohesion around the hallway ice machines), gamely attempting to oversleep long enough to miss the municipal bus past the hero’s journey and on to the rest of his life.
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With skill born of long practice, Decibel Jones extracted himself from his hotel room without waking what was clearly a mistake and/or digital abomination. He detoured through the bathroom just long enough to throw a kimono with a depressed goldfish on the back over his new work uniform—last year’s iconic mango-pistachio-coconut striped pants tighter than the orbit of Mercury round the sun. He pitched the crusty rump end of last night’s kebab into the Üürgama Corp Matter Whisperer (currently disguised as a mint-green and heather-gray wall-mounted soap dispenser) and popped a cigarette back out. Then quietly, shakily, Decibel leaned over the railing of a hotel balcony that was really trying very hard but could only keep up the pretense of being a hotel balcony for five to ten more minutes.


The man who saved the world, approaching the business end of middle age with the attitude of a child gingerly poking a beached jellyfish with a stick to see if the revolting thing mightn’t still be alive, suddenly found himself with rather a lot of time on his hands. Wild acreages of endless, plodding time. Time enough to consider … well, just about anything, at least once. Twice if there was a martini in it for him. He stared down into a pastel ocean of sleepy post-Prix hungover sentient flowers and pondered every beautiful, stupid thing that had so rudely happened at him of late.


He’d hardly had the chance before now. Just one shock after another with no tea interval to stretch your legs. But he was doing all right, wasn’t he? He hadn’t hauled his lower jaw up over his own head and swallowed just for an outside chance at escape yet. Not even once. In fact, Mr. Jones had always considered himself a fair hand at the care and feeding of life’s heftier surprises.


The kind that jump out from behind a rusty bin and stab your personal timeline precisely in the elbow.


The kind that gets so focused on happening that it completely neglects to leave you with any tools at all to imagine the topography of the day after all that happening stops.


The kind that happens to everyone, but somehow always seemed a lot louder, more complicated, and paid much more attention to production value when they happened to Decibel Jones.


He personally thought of them as Black-Tie Events.


Because every time one happens, people expect you to wear a suit about it.


Marriage.


The death of a loved one.


Divorce.


Arraignment.


Becoming a parent.


Meeting two kids called Omar Calis¸kan and Myra Strauss in a Shoreditch nightclub that charged no cover for rats or musicians and their subsequent triple-lutz stop, drop, and roll into fame and fortune. Into becoming Oort St. Ultraviolet and Mira Wonderful Star. Into becoming the Absolute Zeroes to his Decibel Jones. And then hitting every rock-star cliché stop on the local train to disappointment, terminating at that old grim VH-1 Where Are They Now? final station, all riders disembark, this train has completed its service for the day.


You know. That sort of thing.


The sort of thing you never see coming, any more than a swan that really shouldn’t be that color.


The sort of thing you only get through by the skin of the skin of your teeth.


The sort of thing that’s awfully hard to get over once it’s done with you.


And just recently, rather a lot has done its business on, around, underneath, through, and concerning this leggy brown hole-in-the-heart. Some of it at least technically impressive. Most of it a mess. And yes, a bit over-the-top. A fairly amusing portion of it is still happening. To be perfectly honest, it’s an all-hours rave of UV-reactive, two-drink minimum, dirty-bass trashfires down there in the soul of Decibel Jones. The erstwhile glamrock messiah went from chewing the cuffs of his leather jacket for protein and making banter with primary school mums about the good old days to being the actual, living, breathing, pants-on-head, god-save-us-all Chosen One—in the name of Harry Potter, Frodo Baggins, and Luke Skywalker amen—faster than you can say: Terribly sorry, sir, I seem to have misplaced my magic ring and/or volcano.


It’s a lot to process without a direct-to-camera monologue from a tastefully decorated confessional booth.


But after the lights were shut off and the glitter-cannons and water-effects tidied up and points tallied and results announced and the planet spared and the species saved and the unspeakably awkward emotional consequences of time travel ruthlessly ignored, denied, repressed, crushed into a junkyard scrap-cube, and fired without hesitation into the sun, a cry went up from that tall drink of perpetually unsatisfied yearnings perilously close to stacking it off a Hilton balcony. The cry of a C-student the day after graduation, scared to his shoelaces that hood and gown isn’t half enough to protect him, facing down a world in which it truly seems every imaginable thing worth doing has already been said, done, cancelled, successfully rebooted, and cancelled again. A hero whose saga concluded semi-satisfactorily but remained ever-so-inconveniently alive to wonder what precisely the half-life of a denouement might be. Who has found his next classes being taught, not by one of the many beefy genetic experiments attempting to crossbreed the DSM-V’s section on childhood emotional abuse and a football he’d known in his scholastic career, but by no one at all.


Except, just maybe, a black swan, in a black tie, holding a very black paddle indeed.


And the cry was a question, and the question was this:


What am I supposed to do now?


An absurd little German fellow once wrote about what happens when you stare too long into the abyss. When Decibel Jones stared into the abyss, it roused itself immediately and whispered, by extraordinary coincidence, the very same thing it said to that self-same absurd little German fellow when he ogled it so long ago:


Get a job.


Weep, for there are no more worlds to conquer?


No.


Return home in triumph to lead the new human empire to greatness in better shoes and more eyeliner than anyone has ever done before?


Please don’t.


Retire quietly? Flounce off to Skye or Malaga or Proxima Someplace for sangria and an anxiety chaser? Live that en-suite post-scarcity hashtag-best-life with a lot of positive fan mail below the feed-spout of a wall-mounted beef Wellington and whiskey dispenser? Maybe get called back to be the warm fuzzy nostalgia act during the voting interval show at the next Grand Prix, simply bathing in the bubbles of all the chatter about how good you still look?


Also no.


Write a completely brilliant new album as quickly as possible before everyone forgets you all over again and you end up back in Croydon forced to commit such ghastly crimes against glamour as paying the bills and popping down to the shop for milk and inevitably starting a podcast?


Sure. You feel up to that?


Change the subject, get very drunk immediately, and avoid all your problems?


Absolutely not.


Repair your relationships, sober up, start exercising, eat right, stay hydrated, embrace commitment, parenthood, change, responsibility, neutral earth tones, four-door sedans with crumple-zones, this brave new world that has such drooling space monsters innit?


Ew. Only if there are truly no other entertainment options on the table and no one is watching.


Then surely, if no one needed him for anything actually important, and they clearly didn’t, and likely never would again, Decibel Jones felt he had earned the absolute right to get powerfully depressed, lay in bed in the dark going back and forth between the “gin” port and the “affirmations” nozzle on an Alunizar therapy orb, post vague anxiety-haiku to social media about how much better he was doing while doing nothing whatsoever to get better, and ultimately convince himself that he was fine and definitely not emotionally pulverized by the very idea of tomorrow.


In the face of all these many quite good options, the abyss simply repeated:


No, you walnut, just … get a job. You know, like a regular person. Do something.


Decibel Jones looked Mr. and Mrs. Abyss Q. Abyss, Esq. unflinchingly in the eye and replied:


How very dare you?


But as it happened, Decibel Jones already had a job. He just couldn’t quite get his head all the way around what it was.


It wasn’t time for the rest of his post-hero’s journey adventures in space to begin.


It was time for Decibel Jones and the Absolute Zeroes’ Contractually Obligated Publicity & Interstellar Diplomacy Tour to begin.


Right now. Today.


Just as soon as yesterday wore off.


That tour, the ship it meant to ride out on, and frosted-glass trophies that pointedly diminished in quality as one moved down the ranks, were the sole prizes given directly to the participants. The policy was supposed to discourage glory-seekers, though it absolutely never had.


No one had ever explained very much about what might happen after the Grand Prix to the human contingent, largely because no one particularly expected humanity to survive the Grand Prix. While they didn’t like to make a big fuss about it, the Galactic Broadcasting Union did have an entertainment-empire-slash-actual-empire to run. All Grand Prix contestants were at least room-temperature commodities on the press circuit, but particularly the ones that had new and interesting limbs or other protruding parts for galactic citizens to shake or gawk at or uncomfortably stroke or poke or lick or otherwise try out for themselves. New limbs are exciting. New protruding parts lead the evening news. Therefore, the GBU had fallen into the habit of maintaining and administering its vast domain via extended postgame press junket.


Participation is mandatory.


Which was why Mira Wonderful Star, despite being twenty-two years old and freshly scooped from the timestream by an interdimensional red panda named Öö to bring it home for Planet Earth, couldn’t possibly be memory-wiped and returned to her point-of-origin before anyone noticed a missing drummer, despite the highlighted text in every clause in every sub-paragraph in the Keshet rules concerning mucking about with causality.


Think of the ratings drop. The people want what they want.


Only two exemptions have ever been granted by the GBU. The first, posthumously, went to Milim Diode, the unassuming solo torch singer who represented the delicate mothlike Slozhit during the fifty-fifth Metagalactic Grand Prix and catastrophically dechrysalized due to malfunctioning stage effects during the climax of her immortal breakup anthem “When I Think About You I Dissolve Myself in Nutritional Acid.”


The second went to Oort St. Ultraviolet of the Absolute Zeroes, who’d taken one look at the proposed itinerary and said: No, I don’t think so, with such plainspoken finality that the GBU handlers simply wandered off, deeply confused about what they’d been doing with their lives to date and how to fix it now. Both Decibel Jones and Mira Wonderful Star would eventually try to repeat their bandmate’s impressive tone. By the time anyone stopped laughing, they’d achieved orbit around the supermassive planet of Capsid 5, the breadbasket of the Voorpret Mutation, for a three-song set plus mining rights negotiations on Good Morning Putridity, the hottest breakfast talk show among the highly contagious zombie hipster sentient prion set.


It wasn’t all bad, or at least it wasn’t meant to be. Plenty of time and space and camera-coverage for getting to know one’s MGP graduating classmates, hilarious cloning mishaps, and teaching aliens to love between mandatory publicity stops, summits, conferences, and depositions, while traveling at speeds that would peel the face of God off and feed it to the engine core. The GBU halfheartedly tried to make it as comfortable as possible for those unused to life at FTL speeds and stale airline gravity. Fraternization was highly encouraged, as were minor crimes, as long as they were clever and fit between commercial breaks.


As long as they rendered unto the studio that which was the studio’s.


The upshot of all this was that Decibel Jones and Mira Wonderful Star missed the standard galactic welcome package, the Blowout, and the incredibly awkward implementation stage of the Buddy System. In the place where the five stages of grief over what happened to their homeworld ought to have been, they had only a janky door prize starship and a year’s worth of burnout ahead of them.
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But just now, it was only twelve quite blurry days ago that every camera in the galaxy had been trained on Decibel’s face, recording every last pore of his greatest performance-slash-controversial-home-birth. Him! Danesh Jalo of Blackpool. Decibel Jones of London, Earth, Sol System, the Milky Way, Postcode BR3 B3X. And Oort. And a time-traveling red panda who delivered the ghost of Hamlet’s clearly foreshadowed ex-drummer on time, piping hot, and ready for action. No future sitcom freeze-frame finale moment was ever really going to hang up its hat next to that. Certainly not back home on a planet whose solution to having accidentally proved the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis by inventing a terrifyingly massive digital disinformation network capable of fundamentally altering the thought processes of anyone who stared too long into its abyss was to immediately get everyone’s mums on it.


It was, barring the vast and depthless artificial intelligence lightly snoring in his hotel bed, the greatest thing this former Mr. Five Star Chippy employee of the month would ever do. He’d left pints of blood on that stage. Possibly a pancreas or two. Everything he had. Life, death, the song and the dance and the shine. The heavens had literally and actually opened up and the universe itself kicked in on backup vocals.


And he’d come tenth. Bloody tenth. The absolute gall of it. The utter nerve.


The final cosmic judgment of his art and soul, resounding godlike from white dwarf to red giant, was a devastating … fine. Just fine. Not magnificent, not offensive, neither sacred nor even profane. Almost, as the novelty oversize cocktail glass full of hot pink jelly babies said, adequate.


Adequate.


Almost.


Dess felt certain he was going to sick up over the railing. He gagged, suppressed a watery burp, and any further emetic progress was interrupted by the unmistakable sounds of sheets rustling as a ghastly mistake rose from the depths of slumber behind him.


Then the voice rose, too.


Vast and cold and impersonal as the satellite graveyards of the Udu Cluster from whence it came. Full of kittenish flirt and incomprehensible maths.


“It looks like you’re trying to cope with the sudden catastrophic breakdown of your entire self-conception. Would you like help with that?”


Whereupon, Decibel Jones, just as the unbearable pressure of the thing rang the bell for last call and brassily informed him that he didn’t have to go home but he couldn’t stay there, just at the precise moment when the new age dawned and the universe’s mysteries laced up their fuck-me boots and gave Homo sapiens sapiens that come-hither stare, just then, facing down the sheer power of the awkwardness contained in the morning-after small talk that lay before him, briefly imagined himself employed in an office that involved, not just a printer, but toner as well, and very seriously considered pitching himself into the sea.


The Keshet Effulgence was entirely prepared for this. After all, nothing is ever a Keshet’s first go round the carousel. They’ve done it all before and they’re going to do it again. Which does sound a bit threatening.


It should.


Horses go up and down and round and round, the saddles are delicately scented with children’s vomit, the attendant hates you and everything you stand for, and ex–Grand Prix contestants tend to have a rather monstrous time adjusting to life after glam and reintegrating safely into society.


Especially if they didn’t win.


And not just because they’re a great heap of sensitive artists who never got enough attention as children, even though they are a great heap of sensitive artists who never got enough attention as children. It’s the pressure of the thing. Over the century-ish of its existence, the Metagalactic Grand Prix slowly replaced almost all other inter-civilization conflict resolution mechanisms, great and small. Newly discovered, borderline-sentient worlds like Earth don’t just turn up when you tip out the vacuum bag every Sunday. Most years, the fight doesn’t concern new neighbors whatsoever.


It concerns power.


Great and small.


Like most things that matter desperately despite no one understanding exactly how they work, the issue is logistics. Each species’ placement determines their share of galactic resources and responsibilities for the cycle. It is the most complicated way to yell, and enforce, loser buys the next round in the middle of a crowded game-day pub ever devised.


Losing by a little can mean loss of strategic mining rights or being required to fund a better-performing species’ research and development into anti-you technology. Losing badly can mean famine. Or worse, having no choice but to send a whole bright-eyed hopeful generation of innocents out into the vastness of space to sit in on every local school board administrative meeting in the galaxy. A missed note in the shower offends only the shampoo. A missed note at the Grand Prix can tank your entire tech sector before you hit the key change. It’s simply too much pressure without a suit and a few years in a decompression chamber.


Several charitable organizations have devoted themselves to the needs of the ex-contestant community. Their late-night commercials licensed the tearjerker Esca sixth-placer “In the Arms of the Studio System” to play pitifully over pleas for tax-deductible donations to fund the establishment of nonprofit no-kill shelters that provide medical care, food, recreation, and healthy socialization while experienced rescue staff seek out forever homes for these vulnerable creatures.


The largest of these, the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Artists, was run by the Keshet. After all, those fuzzy timestream-botherers understood better than anyone else the bleak, hollow feeling of time passing you by without so much as the common courtesy to circle back round, follow you to a hotel, and steal your kidneys. As part of their outreach, the RSPCA provides complimentary Alunizar therapy orbs, a lifetime’s supply of kibble, and a commemorative starship to all entrants, as well as a private en-suite ecosystem on Glemsel 7004, a gorgeous little manufactured planet owned and operated by the RSPCA as an assisted-living facility for mature ex-contestants where they can run and play as nature intended.
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Decibel Jones sucked down the dregs of his cigarette as he planted his feet and aimed himself toward his presumed final splattering place, and onward to the inevitable memorial concert, unsettling World Cup closing ceremony hologram, celebrity-cover greatest hits album, and forever secure position on the wedding and school formal playlist circuit.


Instead, he slammed dead center in the glowing lavender cross-hatch of the Üürgama Corp Instant Regret Net so thoughtfully provided by the RSPCA to the contestants’ dormitories at every single Metagalactic Grand Prix since the first one.


The unconscious Day-Glo teddy bear still operating that balcony as his sole practical and emotional support system groaned as the purple beams crisped his fur into frizz.


“Well, fuck me dead,” Decibel whispered as the net’s Comfort-Laser technology let him down easy and cheerfully redistributed his momentum and released the excess energy as a refreshing piña colada scent. “That’s embarrassing. How much have I had to drink, Wonderful?”


His answer came in the form of a dear, familiar face that popped up between the crackling lavender laser beams that framed her glorious cheekbones like an 1980s mall portrait. Bold eye, bold lip, hair the color of an oil slick.


And so young. So impossibly, terrifyingly, confrontationally young.


“Mushy, mushy, Dess,” whispered the face of Mira Wonderful Star, erstwhile girlfraud, current percussionist, and deeply upsetting, cosmos-threatening paradox. “You look an absolute fright. Ready to get a head start on that whole ‘rest of our lives’ gig?”


The dead-lite drummer stumbled slightly over the upside-down and unplugged AM/FM alarm clock that contained the full and snoozing codebase of Clippy’s backup band. As she caught herself on the railing, the degenerate ursine balcony resident nearby shot out one ice-cream colored paw and crushed her bare hand in a grip like the end of history. Mira’s warm expression flipped instantly to horror.


“I really wouldn’t do that, pet. Er. Not pet. That’s offensive. Mr… . Mr. Something. Just … don’t? I haven’t got my gloves and you know what they say about no glove—”


Then the drummer exited, survived by a bear.


Mira Wonderful Star disappeared from the face of the world in a burst of festively iridescent shimmer.
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Life is beautiful and life is stupid. It’s as true as it’s ever been. Never give more weight to one than the other, so on and so forth. This is the First General Unkillable Fact of the endlessly bestselling Goguenar Gorecannon’s Unkillable Facts, the most beloved children’s book in the history of children.


And the forces of stupid are bound and determined to unbalance that immortal equation forever, if they can possibly manage it. That is their highest goal. No more beauty. All stupid all the time, as far as the eye can see.


Shortly after Decibel Jones barely prevented all of humanity from failing its cosmic entrance exams, a large fragment of absolute foolishness drifted into sensor range of a single, lonely ship as it cruised innocently through uncharted space toward the next stop on that endless publicity tour like a sweet chub-cheeked kid with a basket full of croissants who really does believe the forest will let him make it all the way to Grandmother’s house before dark.


Aw. Bless his heart.
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